CHINA 151

STORICAL ERAS

1.

Dynastic rule — The political culture inherited from centuries of dynastic rule centers on Confu-
cian values, such as order, harmony, and a strong sense of hierarchy — “superior” and “subservient”
positions. China has traditionally valued scholarship as a way to establish superiority, with manda-
rin scholars filling bureaucratic positions in the government. China’s early relative isolation from
other countries contributes to a strong sense of cultural identity. Related to Chinese identity is a
high degree of ethnocentrism — the sense that China is central to humanity (the “middle kingdom™)
and superior to other cultures. Centuries of expansion and invasion have brought many other Asian
people under Chinese control, resulting in long-standing tensions between “Han” Chinese and others
groups. A modern example is Tibet, where a strong sense of Tibetan ethnicity has created resistance
to Chinese control.

Resistance to imperialism — During the 19" century China’s strong sense of cultural identity blos-
somed into nationalism as it resisted persistent attempts by imperialist nations — such as England,
France, Germany, and Japan — to exploit China’s natural resources and people. This nationalism was
secured by the Revolution of 1911, and the hatred of the “foreign devils” has led China to be cau-
tious and suspicious in her dealings with capitalist countries ever since.

Maoism — Mao Zedong was strongly influenced by Karl Marx and V.1. Lenin, but his version of com-
munism is distinctly suited to China. Whereas Lenin emphasized the importance of a party vanguard
to lead the people to revolution and beyond, Mao resisted the inequality implied by Lenin’s beliefs.
He believed in the strength of the peasant, and centered his philosophy on these central values:

o Collectivism — valuing the good of the community above that of the individual. This be-
lief suited the peasant-based communities that have existed throughout Chinese history,
and it contrasts to the beliefs of scholars (valued by the old culture) who have often been
drawn to individualism.

o Struggle and activism — Mao encouraged the people to actively pursue the values of
socialism, something he understood would require struggle and devotion.

e Mass line — Mao conceptualized a line of communication between party leaders, mem-
bers, and peasants that would allow all to struggle toward realization of the goals of
a communist state. The mass line involved teaching and listening on everyone’s part.
Leaders would communicate their will and direction to the people, but the people in turn
would communicate through the mass line their wisdoms to the leaders.

o Egalitarianism — Hierarchy was the key organizing principle in Chinese society before
1949, and Mao’s emphasis on creating an egalitarian society was in complete opposition
to it.

o Self-reliance — Instead of relying on the elite to give directions, people under Maoist rule
were encouraged to rely on their own talents to contribute to their communities.

Deng Xiaoping Theory — “It doesn’t matter whether a cat is white or black, as long as it catches
mice.” This famous 1962 statement by Deng reflects his practical approach to solving China’s prob-
lems. In other words, he didn’t worry too much about whether a policy was capitalist or socialist
as long as it improved the economy. The result of his leadership (1978-1997) was a dramatic turn-
around of the Chinese economy through a combination of socialist planning and the capitalist free






