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  East and Southeast Asia Today


  Last year’s edition of East and Southeast Asia highlighted the ever so obvious hints of an American withdrawal from our region as the more “America First” isolationist tendencies of Donald Trump’s administration were increasingly implemented. Indeed the administration’s withdrawal from the Trans-Pacific Trade Partnership which subsequently reorganized itself without American participation was a particularly good example of that retreat.


  Complementing that trend, this last year has seen a dramatic transformation of the international circumstances of all the nations of the region as Chinese influence continues to grow. Indeed, China has dramatically gone from merely recovering from more than a century of stagnation to a nation increasingly asserting a formidable international footprint. From the growth of its increasingly ambitious Belt and Road Project, that has long sought to recreate and expand upon the ancient Silk Road, to Beijing’s growing commitment in South America and Africa the weakened China of the last century is fast moving into the realm of history.


  Moreover, China has made it clear that it is quite willing to engage in a “tit for tat” escalating tariff-based trade war with the United States given the Trump administration's focus on rebalancing the historic trade balance between the two nations. Unfortunately, given how economically linked the two nations are, the battle is likely have a negative impact on both their economies and perhaps for decades to come.
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  Even more dramatically, regional relationships appear to be transforming themselves as Moscow and Beijing continue to form closer diplomatic and military ties even as Japan and Russia have opened talks about finally resolving their World War II-era territorial disputes.


  Meanwhile, North Korea, having finally accomplished its generation-long effort to develop its own nuclear and missile deterrence system, (despite America’s best efforts) has managed to carve out a new international role for itself. Indeed, its leadership, long shunned on the international scene, has been increasingly “normalized” as Kim Jong-un managed high profile meetings with leaders from America’s Donald Trump to Singapore's Lee Hsien Loong and South Korea’s Moon Jae-in.


  Moreover, while some might doubt whether the promises North Korea’s leaders made to the American president are likely to lead to a significant denuclearization, it appears clear that improving relations between long adversaries North and South Korea is quite genuine.


  Clearly, every day brings news of developments important for an understanding of the entire region. With that in mind, for more than four decades the annual publication of East and Southeast Asia has allowed readers to keep abreast of developments. True, with the arrival of the Internet and its plethora of online newspapers, materials never before available have become so at the click of a computer mouse. Thus, at least in theory, it is extraordinarily easy to “keep up.”


  Unfortunately, the availability of materials on day-to-day developments is still meaningless without the broader context necessary to understand those events. Thus, the goal of East and Southeast Asia, 2019–2020 remains that of offering enough of the political, social, environmental, and economic background needed to understand those events.
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  Historical Background


  [image: image]


  A Diversity of People
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  The region discussed in this volume covers an enormous range of different ethnic and linguistic groups—from the Mongoloid communities of East Asia and the Caucasian immigrant communities of Australia and New Zealand to the heavily pigmented peoples of Micronesia who most closely resemble the aborigines of Australia. With the exception of a few countries like North Korea, almost every nation in the area includes many different ethnic and linguistic groups. While East Asians, Chinese, Japanese, and Korean are largely made up of people from the “Mongoloid” racial community they are sharply divided by their linguistic heritage.


  Chinese, for example, is part of a Sino-Tibetan language group that looks somewhat similar in its written appearance, but is totally different from the languages spoken in Japan and Korea. Southeast Asia is even more diverse and has at times been called an “anthropologist’s delight” in recognition of the extraordinary diversity of ethnic communities found there. Although most nations in Southeast Asia have a “dominant majority” ethnic community, almost all of them include both indigenous minority communities like the Montagnards of Vietnam and more recent ethnic communities, often made up of Chinese and South Asians, who immigrated to places other than their region of origin during the colonial era. The island communities of the Western Pacific themselves include a wide variety of peoples most notably divided into three groups, Polynesian, Melanesian, and Micronesian. More than a thousand different languages are spoken among them.


  Although not often discussed in the West, many of these countries from East Asia to the Western Pacific have experienced considerable tensions between the majority and minority communities. In some parts of the region, people of Indian origin are regularly treated as second-class citizens, and the Chinese in places like Indonesia have had similar treatment. In Burma, now known as Myanmar, the efforts by the Burman majority to dominate the political life of the nation have led to decades of tensions and struggle with non-Burman peoples.
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  Religious Beliefs


  Confucianism


  The original Confucianism of early Chinese civilization was more a social philosophy than a religion—perhaps more like the Hellenic thoughts of Aristotle and Plato than the divine musings of the Hebrews across the Mediterranean. In fact, Confucius himself was not particularly interested in issues of the supernatural. For Confucius and his followers, what mattered was the world of human, and how they could best govern themselves.


  Originating from a feudal elite society of blood nobility, Confucius nevertheless developed a new theory of nobility based on merit, rather than birth. How was that merit defined; by a single-minded commitment to nurturing the truly “noble heart.”


  Traditional Confucianism’s core emphasis was on the family and hierarchy. This was reinforced by the belief that true stability was attained when everyone within a society understood the appropriate relations among people. How was that stability to be maintained? The traditional Chinese answer of course; by an extraordinary emphasis on the ability of education to elevate the soul of humanity.


  Later Confucian thinkers, especially people like Mencius, further emphasized the necessity of the development of “virtue” specifically through the study of various writings from antiquity known eventually as the Five Classics. Over time, mastery of the material came to be the key to a successful career through the developing Chinese Civil Service Examinations that dominated the selection of elites during the last 1,000 years of traditional China’s existence. As time went on, however, Confucianism was challenged by other more spiritual philosophical and religious traditions—like Daoism and Buddhism—and began to assimilate aspects of their more metaphysical orientation. Thus was born the Neo-Confucianism of later traditional history.


  Although it has been generations since millions of Chinese males spent their lives preparing to pass the Confucian civil service exams, Confucian influence as a social philosophy remains tremendously strong in China. In fact, Confucianism, both as a religious and intellectual tradition and as an ongoing theory of social behavior, continues to be very influential. From China to Korea, from Taiwan to Japan, Confucianism remains influential not only among the millions of ethnic Chinese who live in the People’s Republic, Singapore, and Taiwan, but also among those millions of others who live as Chinese minorities from the Philippines to Malaysia and Indonesia. Moreover, it remains important among many other societies whose people if not ethnically Chinese were nevertheless fundamentally influenced by Confucianism, even as they developed their own unique cultures. These include not only the Vietnamese and Koreans but also other more distant neighbors, like the Japanese, who did not share a common border with China.


  Obvious examples of Confucian influence are easy to note. Despite the assaults on Confucianism under Mao Zedong, the Confucian priority given to education and the family remain strong in East Asia. Moreover, the strong sense of the group over the needs of the individual, while perhaps diminishing somewhat at the beginning of the 21st century, still figures prominently as a clear contrast to the Western preoccupation with the individual. Interestingly, Confucianism has been undergoing something of a more official revival in China in recent years.


  Buddhism


  Buddhism remains one of the strongest religious traditions throughout East and Southeast Asia. From Thailand to Vietnam, from Myanmar to China, Buddhism is present if not in the lives of everyone in the region, then as part of their cultural and architectural heritage. Even within the People’s Republic, which saw so much energy directed against traditions like Buddhism in the 1960s, a revival has been going on. Emerging about the same time that Confucius lived, Buddhism was founded in Nepal by Gautama. It eventually became an extraordinarily influential tradition through much of Eastern Asia.


  Given the vast differences between the traditions of South Asia and East Asia, it often required considerable modification of the originally rather pessimistic Buddhist message to assimilate into the generally optimistic Chinese environment. It actually was, in some ways, a protest against the teachings of Brahmanism, or Hinduism, which was then dominant in India. The Buddha, as Gautama is called, preached the message that beings moved through a series of lives in this world which was largely an experience of pain and suffering. Within Buddhism there is a deep belief that fate can be influenced by human efforts through the force of “Karma.” A good person moves upward through successive existence to an ultimate reward. The greatest reward possible, according to this belief, was the attainment of Nirvana, a philosophically complicated concept that essentially postulated that a person who had attained “Nirvana” reached a state of individual nonexistence, that is often compared to the snuffing out of a flame which as a “practical” matter ended the process of constantly being reborn into a series of burdensome lives.
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  These teachings, which urged withdrawal from the world for meditation, created monastic communities in the ensuing centuries. The stress on personal and universal religious experience made this much more of a missionary religion than Hinduism and was thus more similar to Islam and Christianity in its core belief in the universality of its message.


  The form in which Buddhism migrated to Southeast Asia is known as Hinayana (“the Lesser Vehicle”), or more recently, Theravada (“the Way of the Teachers”) or simply, the Southern School of Buddhism. This school, which is closest to original Buddhism in its early years, had its major home on the island of Sri Lanka (Ceylon) which converted to Buddhism in the 3rd century B.C.


  Theravada countries in Southeast Asia—Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand and Burma—all have large communities of monks devoted to the daily practice of Buddhism. In recent times, these communities have been influential and increasingly active in national and political affairs. Although the Theravada Buddhists share the same central beliefs, there is no overarching system of central authority comparable to Vatican Catholicism that attempts to regulate the entire community. Almost every country has its own individual Buddhist sects.


  Buddhism also spread north and northeast from India in the first centuries of the Christian era in the form known as Mahayana (“Greater Vehicle”), which entered Tibet, China, Korea, and Japan. This form of the religion places less emphasis on good works and monastic withdrawal for contemplation, and greater weight on elaborate scriptures and faith. The canon (authorized texts) was printed in China in the 10th and 11th centuries, using some 130,000 wooden blocks on which characters had been carved. It was widely followed in central Asia until almost eliminated by the growing influence of Islam.


  Mahayana Buddhism became widespread in China in the first centuries of the modern era, during a period of considerable social disruption associated with the collapse of the Han (206-222 B.C.). It continued to grow in influence until it reached its height under the Tang dynasty (618-907). Thereafter, its official influence began to wane although it continued to be profoundly influential in the lives of ordinary Chinese.


  A form of Buddhism developed in Tibet known as Tantrism, which was heavily influenced by a type of Hinduism that engaged in demon worship and varieties of magical practices. It still exists today, particularly in eastern Tibet, but has been largely replaced by another form known as Lamaism, or “The Yellow Sect” to distinguish it from Tantrism. This is a combination of a purer form of Buddhism similar to Mahayana with an elaborate monastic organization common to Theravada, but even more highly formalized. Lamaism, of which the Dalai Lama is the leading figure, spread to Inner and Outer Mongolia in the 16th century (see Tibet section for more details).


  The teachings of Buddhism have changed over the centuries and have been modified by many varied external influences. It does not contain a formal universal hierarchy, as does Catholicism. It is in general more administratively decentralized in the fashion of traditions such as Protestantism, Judaism, Hinduism, and Islam.


  Naturalism


  Long before the formal development of the major schools of Chinese thought, Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism, the Chinese had already developed an elaborate intellectual system. It covered ideas of governance (see Mandate of Heaven in the China section) to metaphysical ideas associated with the stability of the entire cosmic order—from the universe to each person’s physical body. Chief among those ideas were the concepts of yin, yang, and qi.


  Yin and yang are often difficult for Westerners to understand because they superficially resemble aspects of the Western idea of duality, of the idea of “good” and “evil.” The resemblance, though, is purely superficial. In the West, this ancient idea, originally derived from the Persian religion of Zoroastrianism, involves a duality of forces in the universe, one evil, one good, that struggle over the fate of the universe and humanity.


  Yin and yang are quite different. This Eastern version of duality is one of complementary opposites that need each other. Some things are associated with yin more than yang, but both are always present and vital for cosmic and personal stability. This distinction may appear minor but it has had a significant impact on how the two civilizations have viewed the world around them. An understanding of yin and yang are critical to an understanding of things Chinese, from philosophy to medicine. In the same vein, qi is another important aspect of this naturalist worldview.
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  According to Chinese tradition, every living thing possesses a sort of “vital element” that, in the case of humans, is drawn both from our parents and our environment. This qi, which is said to flow through the body, is considered to be absolutely vital to good health. It is the flow of qi that Chinese traditional physicians still attempt to manipulate with techniques like acupuncture and acupressure to heal patients. Thus, an understanding of issues like naturalism, yin and yang, and qi remain even today a vital part of the tools necessary to understand the enormous civilization that has so influenced most of the rest of East Asia.


  Daoism (Taoism)


  Daoism (Taoism) is in many ways a complementary parallel to China’s long Confucian tradition. Daoism, which was formalized at about the same time as Confucianism, is often portrayed as a clear contrast to Confucianism’s obsession with how human beings in society should behave. Daoism is less social in its orientation and more interested in the individual’s relationship with the natural and metaphysical world. A flavor of this tone is captured in the famous Daoist dictum for government that what was really important was keeping people’s heads and their stomachs full. Overall Daoism is more personal and self-consciously contemplative than the social activism of Confucian practice. Daoism varies enormously from an association with a popular religion of magic and spirits to a very philosophical discussion of the relationship of beings to the universe. On a practical level, the early Daoism’s interest in the search for elixirs of life brought to Chinese civilization an acute interest in nature, which continues to have a strong influence on contemporary Chinese food and medicine.


  Christianity


  Although Christian missionaries have been active in Asia for centuries few people in the region have been influenced by any of its various sects. In China, for example, Christianity was often seen simply as an element of Western imperialism and rejected out of hand. Today, although Christianity is a vigorous tradition within the People’s Republic, the actual numbers, given China’s enormous size, are relatively insignificant. On the other hand, some of the countries covered by this text have been tremendously influenced by Christianity. The Philippines and Vietnam both developed large Catholic communities during the colonial eras. The Philippines today is almost exclusively Christian with the exception of the southernmost island of Mindanao where Islam remains dominant.


  Among the East Asian nations, Korea is the most influenced by Christianity due to a curious irony of history. During the 19th century Christian missionaries in Korea often sided with the Koreans against the colonizing Japanese, thus linking Christianity to the emerging Korean nationalism. In today’s Korea Christianity is a very influential tradition with millions of followers.


  The Pacific Islands people are largely committed to the various Christian traditions. Christians are found widely throughout the region among those whose families were originally converted by the earliest Protestant and Catholic missionaries and, more recently, to new denominations ranging from Jehovah’s Witnesses in Tahiti-Polynesia, Fiji and New Caledonia, and the Solomon Islands, to Mormons in Tonga and Western Samoa. The Anglo communities of New Zealand and Australia, made up as they are largely by immigrants from England, are, of course, largely Christian as well.


  Shinto


  Shinto emerged in the earliest period of Japanese history, and originally was an animistic religion that gave human form to the various gods that rule the forces of nature. Although indigenous to the Japanese home islands, this religious tradition is in many ways similar to the animistic beliefs found among Southeast Asian and African groups. As in many traditional Native American beliefs, it embraces the sense that a “divinity” of sorts exists among many natural objects in nature from beautiful trees to waterfalls. Shinto, a tradition that refers to the “Way of the Kami,” puts emphasis on what might be called entities of “awe,” the Kami that include myriad objects from ancestors to legendary heroic figures and natural phenomena. Especially important within the tradition is the belief that the Sun Goddess, Amaterasu, sent her descendants to earth to create the Japanese home islands. It was the association of the Yamato clan line with that tradition that became the basis of its claim to imperial power.
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  Unlike religions such as Buddhism and Christianity that developed very elaborate traditions of religious ritual and sacred texts, Shinto tended to be very much more loosely organized and was overshadowed in Japan by the arrival of Buddhism in the 6th century. As Mahayana Buddhism entered the islands, the two beliefs tended to influence each other. Thus, it was possible to profess the ideologies of both without feeling inconsistent.


  Buddhism in Japan eventually split into numerous sects, and for several centuries Shinto beliefs were somewhat dormant, although not forgotten. In the late 19th and early 20th century, the Shinto heritage became the state religion; it was reemphasized that the emperor was a descendant of the Sun Goddess and possessed her divine powers. Although the imperial house had long been respected in Japan, the late 19th century development of a cult-like imagery around it was not a product of Japanese tradition, but rather part of the modernizing effort. It was believed by 19th century thinkers that Japan needed a “unifying element” to fully join the nation. Enhancing the symbolism of the emperor was thought the most appropriate way to do so. Thus, the imperial house was far more celebrated in the late 19th and early 20th century than it had been for centuries. In many ways it is helpful to think of this revival of Shinto as “State Shinto” in contrast to the more decentralized tradition of Japan’s earlier history.


  This revival corresponded with a rise of militarism in Japan, culminating with World War II. After defeat by the allies, Japan renounced the idea of the “divinity” of the Emperor. Shinto lost its official status. Ironically the supposed “imperial divinity” which Westerners found offensive about the Japanese system was only remarkable when viewed from the outside by Westerners bred in the traditions of monotheism. In Japan the spiritual aspects of the emperor had operated in a very different context for the Japanese.


  Islam


  Although most Americans tend to associate Islam with the Arab communities of the Middle East, the reality is that the largest communities of Muslims in the world are found in Asia and among a very wide variety of ethnic groups. Especially large communities of Muslims are found in South Asia, but they are also a very important religious community in East and Southeast Asia as well. From western China to the southern Philippines, from Malaysia to Indonesia (the largest Muslim nation in the world) Islam is very important to this region.


  Islam, which emerged in the 7th century, is part of the enormously rich Middle Eastern monotheistic religious tradition that had earlier seen the development of Judaism and Christianity. Muhammad, a poor merchant from the Arabian Peninsula, developed the religion after experiencing what he called a revelation from the angel Gabriel regarding the Unity of God. As a tradition, Islam is a militantly monotheistic creed that requires giving charity to the poor and a life of regular daily prayer as well as, if at all possible, a pilgrimage to the holy places at Mecca in today’s Saudi Arabia.


  Although Islam is a growing movement within the United States, few Americans know much about it and would probably be surprised at how much of its theology is shared with both Christianity and Judaism. The tradition includes the idea of a heaven and resurrection and a system of predestination. Seeing itself as a clear continuation of the line of revelation that had begun with the Patriarch Abraham, Muhammad revealed himself to be the “final prophet” in a long tradition that extended back through both the Old and New Testaments. Basically, Muhammad taught that the Judeo-Christian biblical texts are not complete. Thus, the Islamic movement embraced a new document, one, said to have been dictated by God. That text is known as the Qur’an (Koran). This new sacred document, which makes regular reference to biblical personalities and events, is distinctly influenced by the Judeo-Christian traditions which had preceded it.


  Sometimes stories are derived from the bible texts and modified with startling results. For example, the story of the fall from Eden is also found in the Qur’an, yet in the Islamic version, the female, Eve, is not blamed for the transgression against God, a very thought-provoking modification, especially for those who think Islam can be easily categorized on issues of gender. The text of the Qur’an itself includes 114 chapters that Muslims believe confirms and clarifies the revelation received earlier by the Christians and Jews.


  Like many religions, Islam spread through a complicated series of developments that ranged from militant conquest to merchant activities and mystical religious missionaries. Today it is found widely in parts of Southeast Asia and western China.


  The resurgence of militant Islam in the Middle East and northern Africa has had its effect in such Southeast Asian countries as Indonesia and Malaysia. Here, it has taken the form of increased wearing of the traditional dress, stricter dietary rules, and the establishment of Muslim banking operations. Though Islam is more strictly adhered to in Malaysia, religious resurgence in that country or in any other part of Southeast Asia does not usually approach the fervor which is found today in the Middle East. Until recently few of the Muslim states in the region—Brunei, Indonesia, Malaysia, or the Philippines (the latter has only a small Muslim minority) had seen the extensive level of Islamic militancy experienced elsewhere. Nevertheless, such tendencies have grown considerably in recent years and have become a significant factor in public affairs from Thailand to Indonesia.
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  Women in Traditional Asia


  Although until recently women have lived in few societies that have afforded them even a semblance of equality with men, the women of Asia have often been particularly challenged by the limitations of their own unequal status. Nevertheless, our region is large and it is difficult to make generalizations. In some traditional societies and especially hierarchical societies like those dominated by Confucianism, which has had such an important influence throughout much of the region, women are regarded as decidedly inferior to men. As elsewhere, they were commonly less valued both as infants and as adults. Female babies were less likely to be nurtured when young and more frequently experienced infanticide than males. They were raised to serve as a wife for a male chosen by others (if they were lucky). Too often, in times of financial distress, daughters found themselves sold into virtual sexual slavery by their parents.


  The specific nature of their unequal status has varied widely from region to region and from period to period. In China, for example, it appears that women were more influential early on and that their status deteriorated around the 8th century A.D. By about the 11th century the horrendously painful practice of foot binding, that is, of forcing the female child’s foot into an artificially tiny shape, had emerged, a practice that would cause immense suffering among Chinese women until the 20th century. Elsewhere though, the status and circumstances were quite different. In early Japan, women appear to have been much more important than their latter status suggests and imperial women of the court, individuals like Lady Murasaki, are credited with creating the modern form of the novel, most notably in works like the Tale of Genji written around 1000 A.D.


  In Southeast Asia, peasant women remained much more important than their peers in either East Asia or South Asia and played an important role in the local economies. In places like Vietnam, whose elite was especially influenced by Confucianism, the peasant women’s lives remained much less constricted than the elite women of the Confucian aristocracy. And among the latter, women played a more significant and respected role than they did in Vietnam’s giant neighbor to the north.


  The Impact of the West


  One of the most dramatic aspects of modern world history was the enormous movement of colonialism and imperialism that saw the various Western nations spread their influence and direct administrative control over a large percentage of the globe. From a period running from approximately 1500 through the early 20th century, the various Western powers, and eventually Japan, gained control over much of the world. Only a few nations remained outside of their control. In Africa the ages-old empire of Abyssinia, today’s Ethiopia, managed to resist an Italian effort at conquest in 1896 and in Southeast Asia the kingdom of Siam, today’s Thailand, survived albeit hemmed in by English and French colonies on either side.


  It was that world of colonial and imperial control that brought the globe into the 20th century, and much of the 1900s, dealt with the reversal of that process as individual national communities eventually found their way to national freedom from colonial administrations. East and Southeast Asia were not exempt from this global phenomenon and in fact, they were part of the region whose products had originally attracted the 15th-century Europeans at the dawn of the modern colonial age.
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  The countries of early modern Western Europe, especially Spain, Portugal and the Netherlands, tried to reach East Asia and the Western Pacific in order to acquire the profits from the extraordinarily lucrative spice trade, to gain converts to Christianity, and to acquire new territories for their respective governments. Especially significant in those early years were the Iberians, adventurers from Spain and Portugal, who had also led the efforts in the Western Hemisphere.


  Ferdinand Magellan, a Portuguese in the service of Spain, was the first to lead Europeans to the region. He was killed in the Philippines in 1521. Half a century later Spain, operating from its bases in the New World, began to colonize the Philippines, which it eventually held for three centuries. In the 16th century, Portuguese explorers, traders, and missionaries spread similarly from the Indian Ocean to Southeast Asia and the coast of southern China. They were not strong enough however to make much of an impact on the region, and most of their holdings soon fell to the Dutch.


  The Dutch East India Company was the strongest European influence in East Asia and the Western Pacific in the 17th century. Its main theater of operations was the Dutch (or Netherlands) East Indies (now Indonesia), the richest in the region in the resources then in most demand in Europe (spices, coffee, etc.). Although the Dutch government eventually took direct control of the East Indies from the Dutch East India Company in the early 19th century, its rule was distinctly paternalistic and did little to develop the islands from either an economic or a political point of view.


  The British impact on the region was less than they had in the Indian Ocean and South Asia, where they built up their enormous empire in India, but it was still significant. In Southeast Asia, the British colonial presence began first in Burma. For the British, expanding control was usually a response to growing commercial interests. In Burma, territorial disputes and issues of sovereignty arose in the late 18th century. Anglo-Burmese relations deteriorated until 1823, when British forces captured Rangoon. By the end of the 1860s, the British had integrated all of the Burmese provinces into British Burma and into the Indian empire.
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  By 1826, they had established what was known as the Straits Settlements along the coast of Malaya (today, Malaysia). These settlements consisted of the island of Penang, just off Malaya’s north coast, Malacca, formerly a Dutch possession on the central coast, and Singapore at the southern tip of the Malay Peninsula. Over the next 50 years their control extended over all of Malaya. They obtained vast quantities of tin from the interior and commerce from the Straits Settlements. An Anglo-Dutch Treaty of 1824 recognized British dominance along the Malay coast and also acknowledged Dutch interests to the south. This resulted in the effective splitting up of the old Malay world. The Dutch eventually established their control over all of Sumatra and Java, and became the colonial masters of the future Indonesia. The British controlled Malaya and Singapore until their independence.


  In the 19th century the British East India Company had also become a major commercial force along the South China coast, its main interest being Chinese tea, silk, and porcelain. Merchants brought opium, usually bought from the Company in India, to the South China coast and sold it in defiance of an official ban. Machine-made British textiles eventually became a major Chinese import in the 19th century, especially after the British East India Company lost its legal monopoly of its share of the China trade early in the century.


  The British government used armed force at intervals to compel China to lower its barriers to expanded foreign trade (including opium imports) and residence (including missionary activity). These pressures eventually culminated in the famous “Opium Wars” of the early 19th century and resulted in a series of unequal treaties with the Chinese that saw Westerners establish themselves along the China coast in a series of “treaty ports” which were outside of formal Chinese control.


  Although the United States had been late to enter the competition for empire in the Pacific, it eventually became very involved there. By the mid-19th century, the United States had established itself on the American West Coast and had begun the effort to extend its influence into the Pacific. The Hawaiian Islands came under American control in 1898.


  Meanwhile, by the late 19th century, a number of educated Filipinos were moved by modern nationalist ideals to declare independence from Spain and cooperate briefly with the United States in expelling the Spanish during the Spanish-American War of 1898. Unfortunately for them, after the defeat of Spain, the United States proceeded to take over the Philippines for itself. After crushing a spirited Filipino resistance, the U.S. set up a reasonably efficient colonial regime and did a good deal to prepare the Filipinos for self-government, but like the other colonial powers in the region it did not qualitatively develop the economy, which remained essentially an extractive (mining) and plantation one.


  Earlier, the U.S. had, beginning in the mid-19th century, spearheaded the western entry into Japan. In contrast to many other communities in what became the colonial world, the Japanese, were much better able to control the process, and Japan never became a colony of the West. In effect, in attempting to avoid the fate of so many other Asian peoples, Japan decided to dramatically transform its society. Thus, it borrowed from the West (mostly technology and organization) and combined it with the essentials of its own culture. In the process, Japan became a military and imperial power strong enough to defeat China (in 1894) and Russia (in 1905) and itself emerge as a major colonial power with control over the Chinese island of Taiwan and the Korean peninsula.


  Certainly not content to be left behind their colonial rivals, Paris was involved in Southeast Asian colonialism. The Treaty of Saigon of 1862 established the French colony of Cochin China in southern Vietnam. The conflict leading to this treaty was in response to several decades of tension as a result of inroads into Vietnamese society by French Catholicism. The French seemed to be as much interested in the spread of their religion as the potential for economic gain. Especially important, in the minds of the French, was the necessity of keeping up with their English rivals. French control of Cambodia and Laos followed and, with Vietnam, became French Indochina. The Laotians and Cambodians were more favorably disposed toward the French, having been under the authority of both Siam and Vietnam previously. For Vietnam, the period of French domination was culturally much more difficult.


  Remarkably, even though it was sandwiched between the British colonies of Burma and Malaya and the French in Indochina, Siam (now Thailand) was able to survive under its own monarchy without being colonized by any European power. This was partly because the British and French were more interested in penetrating Southwest China from their bases in Southeast Asia than in colonizing Siam and because they both saw the benefit of Siam as a buffer between their respective territories. Siam also benefited from a highly talented monarchy that earlier saw the need to learn about western institutions and governing methods. When the British did come, the Siamese showed considerable diplomatic skill in meeting the challenge.


  An important product of western colonial rule in Southeast Asia was the influx (from about 1850 to 1920) of large numbers of Chinese immigrants, driven by poverty and chaos at home and drawn by the economic opportunities created by colonialism. These “overseas” Chinese have tended to be resented by the indigenous peoples and have never been allowed a share of real political power (except in Singapore, where they are the majority), but their economic activity and influence have been very great.


  Major political and military trends of the 20th century, culminating in Japan’s launching of World War II in the Pacific (see Japan), were to sweep away Western colonial rule in Southeast Asia, and make its restoration after the war a practical impossibility. As we shall see, during the postwar era, colony after colony emerged from Western control although some anticolonial struggles, like that of Vietnam, were to become particularly bloody as anti-colonialist momentum became entwined with the struggles of the Cold War.


  The islands of the Western Pacific were no exception to this process. Even as they were among the first communities absorbed into the Western colonial empires, many of them have only recently gained their autonomy. A few, like New Caledonia, still remain as colonies.


  Nationalism, Communism, and Revolution


  One of the most predictable results of Western colonialism was the emergence of an organized resistance to that control. Not surprisingly the effort to reject imperialism eventually became a fundamental part of the struggle for Asia’s modern identity. But initially Western political control over colonial Asia seemed unshakable, and there was thus little basis for the emergence of such nationalism. When Japan defeated Russia in 1905, however, the myth that the Western powers were invincible was shattered.


  Japan also showed by its example that it was possible, however difficult, for an Asian country to modernize itself along the lines of Western nations. During the brief period that it controlled substantial portions of Southeast Asia, Japan weakened the prestige of the colonial powers to the point where it would be all the more difficult for them to reestablish themselves in the region after the war.


  Next to the influence of the West itself and that of Japan’s successes, the third great external influence on the emergence of modern Asian nationalism was the example of Soviet Russia. Before 1917 Marxism had almost no following in the area, but many Asian leaders became impressed with the seemingly rapid success of Lenin’s Bolsheviks in seizing power within Russia in 1917. Of even greater importance was the loudly declared determination to modernize Russia along socialist lines, and to help the people of the non-Western world to throw off alien influence. The communism of Marx, prescribed for industrial nations of Europe and America, was billed as the medicine that would allegedly cure the ills of the poor, non-Western countries of Asia.


  Lenin attracted great attention with his theory that the main obstacle to progress in the non-Western world was Western “imperialism”; he urged that local nationalists, supported by Soviet Russia, could make progress toward expelling this imperialism. This would be, according to Lenin, a preparation for the day when “proletarian” parties, in other words, communist parties, could emerge and seize power. The combination of the concept of imperialism, the exploitation of existing nationalism, and the triumph in Russia of a communist party had an enormous influence in Asia as well as elsewhere in the world. These ideas became part of the mental equipment of many, although by no means all, Asian nationalists, whether or not they consider themselves communists. Stated otherwise, many Asian nationalists adopted some communist ideas and techniques without becoming communists—or for a time found it politically useful to act as though they had.


  The result was often a complex alignment of nationalist and communist elements, in which it is often difficult to see where the nationalistic spirit ends and the communist aims begin. Ho Chi Minh was a member of the Communist International and the founder of the Vietnamese Communist Party but he was also a committed Vietnamese nationalist. Unlike the situation in Eastern Europe where communists and nationalists were often bitter enemies for most of the 20th century, the dynamics of anti-colonial struggles in much of the world often saw the two groups not only closely aligned but united in the personalities of many of the anti-colonial leaders. Unfortunately this reality was often misunderstood by Western leaders and analysts, who were often far better trained in the politics of Europe than Asia.
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  Anti-colonial movements began to assume importance in the colonies of Asia about 1920. The spread of Western education and political ideas, the limited measure of self-government granted by the colonial powers, the influence of Woodrow Wilson’s doctrine of self-determination—the idea that every people has the right to choose the form of government under which it will live—and the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, all played parts in the spread of nationalism.


  The Chinese communities living in Asian countries other than their homeland (the “overseas Chinese”) were stimulated to nationalist activity by the revolutionary forces then at work within China, but usually preferred a continuation of Western political rule to the possibly oppressive rule of the native majorities where they lived. Non-Chinese nationalists usually resented the Chinese for their hard-earned wealth and economic influence, to the same degree that they also opposed the political control of the Western powers. As a result, their agitation was usually directed against both groups of outsiders.


  Prior to World War II, there were no nationalist movements in Southeast Asia able to challenge the well-armed colonial governments. Nationalists were unable to gather sufficient support for the independence cause until the outbreak of the war changed the dynamics of the entire region. As will be seen in the individual national state sections, the combination of the Japanese temporary occupation of the region and the weakening of the colonial powers made a complete reestablishment of the former Western colonial world in East and Southeast Asia simply impossible. Certainly in some areas, like Indonesia and Vietnam, the colonial powers attempted to reestablish their power but each in turn was eventually stymied in the face of the worldwide anti-colonial momentum. The age of formal colonies had passed. Only the rise of the Cold War in the late 1940s made this trend somewhat less certain as many nationalist and economic struggles became entwined with the politics of Soviet/American rivalries.


  Communist challenges arose in the Philippines, in the form of the Huk rebellion in the early 1950s; in Malaya, under the “emergency” declared from 1948 to 1960; and in Indochina and Indonesia. Burma, Thailand, and even Singapore also experienced communist activities. In Indonesia, the movement was strongest in Central Java. The Indonesian Communist Party met its bloody demise in 1965 when it was destroyed by the Indonesian military under Suharto whose regime continued to maintain stability under an authoritarian government until 1998.


  Presently, Vietnam is the only surviving nominally communist regime in Southeast Asia, and that will be increasingly debatable as reforms move ahead. Laos no longer qualifies as a genuine Marxist state. In Laos, as in other nations of the region, the military has emerged particularly important.


  Nevertheless, communism was often an essential ingredient in the emerging nationalism of the region. In some cases, it forced colonial and then newly independent governments to address social problems that they might have otherwise ignored. In contrast to Eastern Europe, communism still remains a vital if evolving force. The tensions of the old Cold War have dimmed in East Asia much more slowly than they have in Europe.


  Women in Modern East and Southeast Asia


  Along with many women of the Western World, the women of the East, Southeast Asia, and the Western Pacific have often made enormous strides during the 20th century. Although the dominant figure as the century began was a woman, the famous Cixi, the dowager empress, most women in China labored under both the physical pain of foot binding and the limitations of their educational and career possibilities. Yet within the first quarter century not only was foot binding outlawed and eventually suppressed, but those years saw women in large numbers begin to gain higher education and to take part in political activism as shown in their role in the famous May Fourth Movement. When the communists came to power in 1949 one of their first moves was to legislate improvements in the lives of women that, if not creating a society of equality, have much improved the lives of millions of Chinese women.


  In Japan, the century began with a few women striving to establish their own political and literary activities and more often ending up in trouble with the conservative governments of the time. Nevertheless, Japanese women gained the vote as a result of the changes brought about during the American Occupation of Japan and the end of the century even saw a woman emerge for a time as the head of one of the major Japanese parties, the Japanese Socialist Party.


  Throughout the world the development of better contraceptive devices and the growing perception that women need to be educated in order to contribute to the economic lives of their families has also spurred improvements in many areas of East and Southeast Asia. Not surprisingly the women of the more urban classes have gained the most from these changes while poorer women are less likely either to have the finances, access, or education necessary to take advantage of the new technologies available for family planning. In some areas, like the Philippines, where the Catholic Church is influential, there is considerable opposition to birth control.


  Politically the single most important element to affect the lives of women of the region was probably the emergence of nationalism as a driving force. In many regions, especially in places like Vietnam, women played important roles in the anti-colonial struggles of the postwar era. Moreover, in recent years, women activists have been especially involved in encouraging democratic growth in the region. Corazon Aquino emerged triumphant in the struggle that saw the end of the Marcos dictatorship in the Philippines and elsewhere in the region, most notably in Burma, where Aung San Suu Kyi has led the democratic opposition. During 1996 Megawati Sukarnoputri the daughter of the late Indonesian ruler Sukarno, attempted (unsuccessfully) to challenge the continuing dictatorship of Suharto. By mid-1999 she had become vice president and eventually emerged as Indonesia’s first female president. Meanwhile, the Philippines have had their second female president, Gloria Macapagal Arroyo, while in both Taiwan and South Korea women have held the office of president.


  Of course, the success of these women, as often elsewhere, has also been tied to their relations with previous generations of successful male family members who were themselves political leaders. That trend continues to the present. For example, in South Korea, the daughter of the former leader, Park Chung-hee, was elected the nation’s first female president. In Thailand, Yingluck Shinawatra, the sister of the controversial former Prime Minister Thaksin, served as prime minister.


  Despite these changes, real improvements in the lives of women have never been even or routine across the region. In some areas like China where recent economic liberalization has at times given more discretionary power to families and individual factory managers, we have seen the emergence of more traditional values regarding the worth of daughters than was experienced under the height of socialist control. These new freedoms have sometimes actually worked against women’s rights. Elsewhere a religious backlash against Western secularism has also challenged those gains.


  From Postcolonialism to Globalization


  As the new states of East and Southeast Asia began to emerge after the demise of colonialism, hopes were high, especially in the West that economically vibrant western style capitalist democracies would emerge. In fact, many new states began their existence as free countries using models borrowed from the Western liberal democracies that had originally colonized them.


  Today Singapore and Malaysia—the latter to a diminishing extent—survive as single-party-dominated systems while Thailand, after years of military domination, appeared for a time to be evolving toward a much more open democracy. Recently that evolution seemed to backslide toward the sort of one-party “guided democracy,” common elsewhere, at least until the Thai military once again intervened. It remains unclear how real a blow to Thailand’s democratic momentum recent events will be as the situation remains fluid. On the other hand, the Philippines, and even more recently Indonesia, have returned to the democratic fold after decades under dictatorship.


  In what became known as the East Asian Newly Industrialized Countries (NICs), such as Taiwan and South Korea, extended periods of strongman government lasted until the late 1980s. Although the American occupation authorities reestablished Japan’s 1920s-era parliamentary system, it was until quite recently largely governed by the combination of a single party (The Liberal Democratic Party) and an especially powerful bureaucracy. Only in recent years has it moved toward becoming a more established two-party political system.


  Economically, after the Second World War, the hope was to see the region smoothly recover from the devastation of the war. Sadly, that was not the case. Their economies were weakened by the anti-communist struggles of the era, wars in Korea and Vietnam, and related struggles like those in the southern Philippines. The region’s natural economic structure was also undermined by the turmoil that engulfed China during the first decades after the People’s Republic emerged in 1949.


  Of course, the communist states initially embraced a system of single-party domination over their countries’ economic and political life. Nevertheless, by the late-1970s in China and the mid-1980s in Vietnam, political decisions were made that led their peoples farther and farther from the communist command economies that had once dominated their lives.


  In fact, by the late-20th century, China in particular had largely traded the central planning of communist economic systems for a vibrant and more mixed economy that included very significant levels of private capitalist activity. However, the rejection of communist economics was not paralleled by an equally impressive move toward more open political systems. Nevertheless, as people found themselves less economically dependent on the state, their lives were often increasingly freer.


  If the immediate postwar years were not very successful in establishing more democratic governments and economically open capitalist systems, the region’s more recent record is much more promising. As we enter more deeply into the 21st century, East and Southeast Asia, so recently an area in constant turmoil, has emerged as an extremely dynamic part of the world. The Industrial Revolution that transformed Western Europe a century ago and has now dramatically hit East and Southeast Asia has not only radically changed the economic life of its citizens but raised their educational and political aspirations.


  Most important has been the role East and Southeast Asia have played in the phenomenon of globalization that was so obviously transforming the planet by the early 21st century. In fact, it has probably impacted Asia more than almost anywhere else—in both positive ways and negative ways.


  “Globalization” is the term that refers to the increasing integration of the world, particularly economically. It has been a phenomenon particularly nurtured by the combination of lowered legal barriers to international trade, the acceleration of international communication through such vehicles as the Internet, and dramatically faster and lowered cost for international transport of manufactured goods.


  The combination of the above made it possible for many of the region’s less developed countries to transform themselves economically by placing their primary emphasis on exports while attracting foreign investors who, in the 1990s, poured huge amounts of money into the region in search of lower production costs and higher financial returns. At least initially, East and Southeast Asia’s movement into the global marketplace seemed mostly without great costs.
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  In the ensuing years national and personal incomes often rose substantially while their cities began increasingly to resemble the ultramodern skylines of many long developed nations. If Japan had initially led the way during the 1960s and 1970s, by late century nations from Thailand to South Korea and Indonesia where experiencing similarly impressive growth rates and the emergence of new and urbanized middle classes. Unfortunately, the price of such growth became more obvious when the combination of over-heated construction markets and poorly timed liberalization of their economic markets (encouraged by the International Monetary Fund) caused many to fall into a deep economic slump as the Asia’s economic crash set in during late-1997.


  For a time East and Southeast Asia’s recession seemed to destroy the momentum of decades of growth. For many it would take years to recover. Nevertheless, by 2007 most of the region from Malaysia to South Korea was back on track. For the largest economy of the area, China, the decision to reject communism for a major role in the newly globalized world economy was transforming the nation faster than any other in world history. More importantly, that decision helped China develop the necessary economic resources to confront successfully the challenges of the more recent economic downturn that hit in late 2008.


  Not surprisingly, given all the economic changes, authoritarian regimes have been more and more challenged in their efforts to dominate national political life. From South Korea to Taiwan and Indonesia new leadership has been elected democratically with the support of more politically involved middle classes, the very middle classes required and nurtured by economic changes. Even the seemingly all-powerful Communist Party of China has seen its authority challenged in ways unimaginable only a few years ago.


  How these economic and political changes will ultimately transform the entire region is only just beginning to become clear. What is certain is that the entire region will play a much more significant role in the global arena in the 21st century than it did during the 20th and that the global challenge caused by humanity’s prolific burning of fossil fuels will be a major aspect of that future.
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  Asia and the Climate Crisis


  By Steven A. Leibo


  An earlier version of this article appeared in the Journal, Education about Asia, reprinted with permission of the Association for Asian Studies (footnotes are available online at Leibo’s World Watch and in hard copy with the January 2011 of Education about Asia). For more specific information on the individual nations see the specific chapters devoted to each country.


  If life were fair, Asia would not have to deal with the climate crisis at all. After all, its population per capita emits significantly less greenhouse enhancing gases like CO2 than the Western countries. Moreover, despite recent growth, it has not been industrialized nearly as long as Western Europe and the United States. That reality is especially significant considering that what really matters with the longer lasting atmospheric gases is the cumulative impact of decades of industrialization (CO2 can last over 100 years in the atmosphere).


  Japan is the only Asian country with a relatively lengthy history of pumping CO2 into the atmosphere. The United States, in contrast to most Asian countries, itself long industrialized and physically enormous is and remains the cumulative winner of humanity’s unknowing and accidental disruption of the earth’s heat balance and the subsequent dramatic buildup of planet-warming greenhouse gases.


  The original approach to international climate negotiations overtly recognized the historical differences in emissions by exempting developing nations like China and India from the effort. At that time, the approach certainly seemed to make sense. Then as now, the average Asian used significantly fewer fossil fuel based energy sources and their nations were still trying to catch up with the living standards of the West. It would not have been fair nor were they likely to agree to retard their own development simply because the West had already messed up the global atmospheric heat balance.


  A Growing Sophistication of Knowledge


  That initial approach came before a more sophisticated science of climate change had emerged. Since then one thing has become obvious. Asia had already become an important source of the problem long before China passed the United States as the largest annual emitter of greenhouse gases, and even more recently according to the International Energy Agency, emerged as the largest single national energy user on the planet.


  Moreover, due to the massive amounts of carbon dioxide released when forests are destroyed, Indonesia’s long burning of their tropical forests had made them among the top three national emitters of greenhouse gases. The cumulative effect of the rising smoke of small cooking fires and the other fossil fuel based exhausts throughout South Asia has deposited massive amounts of what is known as black soot aerosols on the Tibetan glaciers. Often called “black carbon” many scientists believe this very dark material is facilitating Himalayan glacial melt by augmenting the mountains’ heat absorbing properties rather than reflecting sunlight as ice usually does.


  Even more recently, as China and India opened their national economies successfully enough to enter the new technology-driven era of economic globalization, it has become abundantly clear that what happens in Asia is an essential factor in confronting climate change. Today an increasingly developed Asia represents one third of the global emissions of greenhouse gases. Still, no one seriously expects Asia to hold back its own economic development to confront a problem largely caused by Westerners. It has become obvious to regional national leaders that Asia’s economic growth must be decoupled from future increases of greenhouse gas emissions. It is not just a question of Asia’s growing responsibility for the problem. Asia’s own development goals cannot be accomplished, if the different nations of the region find themselves not advancing economically but simply trying to respond to a changing global climatic circumstance that will find them particularly vulnerable.


  Asia’s Special Vulnerability to Climate Change


  Humanity may be upsetting the earth’s heat balance and changing long familiar climate patterns globally. Nevertheless, that does not mean each region will be impacted equally. Some communities will probably experience relatively positive impacts while others a much more dire fate. Russia’s vast and terribly cold northern Siberian plains would most likely be improved by a more general warming while at the other end of the spectrum many South Pacific nations like Tuvalu will see their very existence threatened.


  Unfortunately, much of Asia is likely to fit into the category of the especially stressed regions as dramatic climate change continues to unfold. The most immediate impacts of climate change have already begun in Asia; from the increasingly powerful storms hitting Southern China, South and Southeast Asia to the drying out of north central China. The vast Mongolian Gobi Desert’s rapid expansion is significantly challenging the lives of farmers in both Mongolia and China. Within Indonesia over the last several years, farmers have been challenged by the nation’s increasingly unpredictable weather patterns that make it especially difficult to plan annual plantings.


  At the core of the climate crisis is that essential commodity, water. Some areas, like North Central China have experienced droughts while other parts of China are flooding. Overall, China has experienced periods of extreme rainfall at rates that have increased by a factor of seven since 1950. As we shall see later, Beijing itself experienced historic flooding during the summer of 2012.


  An especially dramatic and existential threat is the impact of rising waters on low-lying coastal regions. The plight of nations like the Maldives has received significant international attention, especially since the former President Mohamed Nasheed’s dramatic 2009 underwater cabinet session publicizing his nations' plight. Bangladesh is not quite as mortally threatened, but given how close to sea level much of the country is it could lose an enormous percentage of its national territory. Meanwhile to Bangladesh’s Southeast, Vietnam has estimated that rising waters seriously threaten the Mekong Delta.


  Less dramatic is the impact of increasing salinization that is polluting the fresh waters that feed Vietnam’s economically important coastal mangroves. The northern migration of largely incurable tropical diseases like Denge fever is becoming an increasingly big concern for some Southeast Asian populations that have not heretofore had to deal with the challenge.


  The heart of the climate crisis and the real root of the problem is the rising heat. There, the numbers are especially dramatic. Pakistan for example just broke the long-standing Pakistani record by measuring a temperature of 54°C (129°F) in May of 2010. In the following months Pakistan then experienced a series of horrendous rainfalls that inundated somewhere between one quarter and one fifth of the country and created millions of refugees.


  For teachers of Asian civilization, the impact of climate change on China’s famous Yellow River is particularly helpful pedagogically. Previous generations of teachers have told students of the massive floods that so often inundated the Chinese. In contrast, today’s Yellow River, deeply impacted by human activities from the draining of regional ground water to the impact of global warming on the permafrost of the Tibetan plateau of its origins, often does not even reach the ocean to disgorge its once mighty flow. Meanwhile in South Asia as well, climate refugees have already emerged as glacial melt has forced some farmers to relocate as their traditional glacial based water supplies have diminished.


  Long-Term Impact


  The long-term impact of the climate crisis is much more problematic and potentially explosive. The core of the challenge for many mainland Asians is that the glaciers of the Tibetan plateau supply the water for 40% of the people of the world. As is well known, a controversy developed last year over an erroneous quote buried in some of the non peer-reviewed media reports that carelessly ended up in one of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change documents about those glaciers melting by 2035. It was an error that turned out to be more about the IPCC’s final proofing processes than anything significant to the actual findings. Nevertheless, the controversy, like so many of the assaults against climate science masked the reality of the threat; something very dramatic is happening in the Himalayan glacial area. In fact, India’s minister of the environment, Jairam Ramesh, has made it very clear that he and his government are “very concerned” about the apparent retreat of the majority of the Himalayan glaciers. Ramesh also explains that that his government is taking proactive steps to understand more about the impact of global warming on the Himalayan glaciers.


  For reasons that are not altogether clear, the temperatures in the Himalayan glacial region are heating faster than the world’s average. Such melting will initially release significantly more water and then trickle away. Or As Zheng Guoguang, head of the China Meteorological Bureau, recently put it, “If the warming continues, millions of people in western China will face floods in the short term and drought in the long run.”


  Under such circumstances long-term geopolitical tensions are likely. The world’s military leaders began long ago to game plan the geopolitical implications of climate change. It is particularly significant that, India, Pakistan’s long-term rival, controls the headwaters of the rivers necessary to Pakistan’s survival. China of course could potentially divert water from the Tibetan plateau for its own needs. The nations of the lower Mekong of Southeast Asia are currently working together to deal with the river’s resources. However, China, which is not involved controls the headwaters of the Mekong and given their recent dam-building is increasingly able to control those vital water resources needed by its Southeast Asian neighbors.


  Asia Confronts the Climate Crisis


  It is certainly easy enough to find those in Asia who, as in the West, deny the findings of climate scientists, but Asia was not generally subjected to the paid lobbying effort by fossil fuels industries to confuse the public about the threat of climate change. However, residents of the region have had their own reasons to resist the changes that dealing with this challenge requires. Regionally based resistance has been more likely to focus on the equally familiar arguments about the short-term economic costs of confronting the challenge, or the mini-tempest over whether the Indian government should rely on western scientists or their own experts to judge developments in the Himalayan glacial region.


  What Is Being Done?


  Not surprisingly, most commentators focus on China’s terrible environmental record and its prolific CO2 emissions. The fact that China continues enthusiastically to open new coal burning plants is of course regularly cited in the media. The reality is that for decades, Chinese leaders tended to dismiss the issue of anthropogenic climate change almost entirely. And, even if they understood the science of the climate crisis, it was assumed to be a problem of the West’s making. The central government’s priority was growth and if lip service needed to be paid to the growing pollution danger, the assumption was that China would clean up its environmental act, just as the West did: after its core development had been accomplished. Moreover, the reticence of the world’s supreme greenhouse gas producer, the United States, to accomplish something truly transformative gave China “cover” to do less than it might otherwise have done.


  Those days though are fast ending. In the last several years, China has shut down more than a thousand older-style coal plants and is increasingly forcing regional authorities to shutter inefficient factories. Impressively, even as the United States continues to fight over the imposition of some sort of carbon trading system to facilitate a move toward a greener energy infrastructure, Beijing’s leaders announced in the summer of 2010 that such a plan, focused on the coal industry, would be included in its upcoming 12th five-year plan. There is even talk of extending the carbon trading plan to work cooperatively with California. In early 2013 another important agreement on climate change cooperation was signed between the United States and China during the new American secretary of state’s first official visit.


  Moreover, China, the nation that once largely ignored environmental issues has issued dramatically enhanced vehicle emissions standards and become a major player in the world’s production of wind and other types of green energy. Indeed China’s wind energy capacity increased from 760 megawatts in 2004 to over 20,000 in 2009 as the nation became the third largest wind power market in the world.


  What is happening in China is what some have hoped for in the United States, the linking of environmental and economic concerns into the goal of invigorating the economy and generating new jobs through a massive green energy revolution of the sort that once stimulated the fossil fuel–driven Industrial Revolution of another age.


  It is not just the giant Asian nations that have played significant roles. The Maldives, for example, saw their former president, Mohamed Nasheed, emerge as a world leader when his government announced the goal of making the nation carbon neutral by 2020.


  Leaders of larger Asian countries have also stepped forward. Japan’s new Democratic Party of Japan, which came into power In 2009, proclaimed an especially ambitious agenda to reduce carbon emissions while Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono, president of Indonesia, personally took part in the symbolic planting of a million new trees, an effort he referred to as a gift to the international community on the eve of the 2007 Bali Conference. Under his leadership, Indonesia has been especially involved in this struggle. Sadly though, it is also true that the growing global demand for palm oil, which has prompted enormous amounts of deforestation within Indonesia, continues to make the nation a major contributor to the global atmospheric instability which is at the heart of climate change.


  Popular Activism


  It is not just Asian national governments that are slowly coming around to the threat of climate change. Increasingly Asian communities are taking up the matter for themselves. These activities have included indigenous movements and as part of Asia’s global integration deepening links to Western international organizations. Within China, for example, the China Youth Climate Action Network was formed in August of 2007 with the goal of taking on global warming. Meanwhile, former U.S. Vice President Al Gore, America’s domestically controversial but internationally acclaimed and respected Nobel laureate climate activist has trained hundreds of Asians, from China to India, from Indonesia to the Philippines, to give updated versions of the presentation he gave in the Academy Award winning documentary The Inconvenient Truth. Additionally, on October 24, 2009, Bill McK-ibben and the 350.org organization (dedicated to getting the amount of CO2 parts per million down to a safer 350 ppm in the atmosphere) put on what CNN called the most widespread day of political action in history, including hundreds of separate events in India and China. That effort was then followed up throughout Asia by a similar series of climate actions organized by 350.org on October 10, 2010.


  
     
  Although global climate change is an extraordinarily multifaceted and complicated topic, the basic premise of “global warming” is fairly simple. earth’s energy comes from the sun in the form of electromagnetic radiation and exits the earth in the form of infrared radiation, or heat energy. Apart from the greenhouse effect, this heat energy is not enough to maintain a temperature which is conducive to life on earth as we know it. If the immediate flow of the sun’s energy were the only source of heat, our planet would on average be around 0°F (–18°C). The greenhouse effect, powered by the earth’s greenhouse gases, slows the rate of heat loss, thereby making earth warmer than it would be otherwise. These gases, discovered almost two centuries ago, developed naturally over the eons but are now being augmented by humanity’s burning of fossil fuels. The vast majority of scientists believe that this enhanced greenhouse effect is contributing to global warming and global climate change.





  Indeed several prominent Asians have become world leaders in the effort to deal with the challenge. Examples include India’s Dr. Rajendra K. Pachauri who, for years, chaired the UN’s IPCC as well as Ban Ki-moon, the former South Korean foreign minister and today’s United Nations secretary general.


  Probably the most optimistic development, despite some initial disappointment, was the progress made over the last year in the evolution of the international commitment to confront the climate crisis by putting international regulations in place to facilitate the movement toward a greener global energy fuel infrastructure. Most importantly has been the movement away from the Kyoto Protocol’s system, which made a major distinction between developed countries that bore the greatest burden and the developing countries that, as discussed above, were largely exempt.


  In the decades since Kyoto, the belief has spread that regardless of which countries have historically contributed the most to the climate crisis, the entire international community, regardless of how developed individual countries are, need to contribute to the solution. That belief culminated as we have seen in the historical Paris Climate talks of 2015 which saw the successful negotiations of a binding international agreement on curbing fossil fuel emissions.


  Ironically, as the new American administration came into power under Donald Trump a wave of climate change denial appeared likely to dominate the American federal government to the extent that some speculated that the People’s Republic might soon emerge as the global leader in the conversion to green energy.
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  The People’s Republic of China
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  Area: Approximately 3.7 million sq. mi., including Inner Mongolia and Tibet (95,829,560 sq. km.)


  Population: 1,379,302,771 (July 2017 est.)


  Capital City: Beijing, Pop. 20,180,000 (2011)


  Climate: Dry, cold with bitter winters in the mountainous West and North, temperate in the East, subtropical with rainy monsoons in the South


  Neighboring Countries: Russia (Northeast, sharing a tiny border on the Northwest); Mongolia (North); Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan (Northwest); Afghanistan, Pakistan (East); India, Nepal, Bhutan (Southwest); Burma, Laos, Vietnam (South); Korea (Northeast) and Taiwan (not considered a separate country by the PRC)


  Official Language: Mandarin Chinese, the dialect of the Chinese language spoken in Central and Northern China


  Other Principal Tongues: South and West Chinese dialects, including Cantonese, Hakka, Fukienese, and Wu, the Tibetan language. Tribesmen of remote Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia, and Manchuria have their own languages and dialects


  Ethnic Background: Chinese, or Han (about 91.9%). Relatively small minorities of Mongol, Turkic, Tibetan, Thai, and Korean ethnicity


  Principal Religions: Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism, Islam, and Christianity


  Main Exports: Electrical and other machinery, including computers and telecommunications equipment, apparel, furniture, and textiles


  Main Imports: Machinery and equipment, oil and mineral fuels, plastics, optical and medical equipment, organic chemicals, iron, and steel


  Currency: Renminbi (people’s currency) expressed in units called Yuan


  Former Colonial Status: Some regions were colonized by various Western powers


  National Day: October 1, anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic in 1949


  Chief of State: Xi Jinping, president (since March 2013)


  Head of Government: Li Keqiang, premier (since March 2013)


  General Secretary, Communist Party: Xi Jinping (since November 2012)


  National Flag: Red, with one large and four small five-pointed stars at upper left
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  Per Capita GDP Income: $16,600 (2017 est.) (purchasing power parity)


  (Note: At the beginning of 1979, the People’s Republic of China officially adopted an already-existing system known as Pinyin for writing out Chinese names and terms in the Western alphabet. That system is now increasingly used in both the West and even on Taiwan. Thus the capital of China, once known commonly as “Peking” is now more often rendered “Beijing.” The Pinyin system is used in the following text except where possible confusion might occur with terms already quite familiar, thus “Daoism,” will also be followed by the less correct but more familiar “Taoism.”)


  Occupying a land area larger than that of the 50 United States, China stretches for a distance of 3,400 miles from its Northeastern region adjacent to remote Russian Siberia to the mountainous regions of Tibet bordering on Nepal and India. As for temperature, altitude and roughness of terrain, fertility of the soil, and rainfall, there are two distinct regions. The invisible line that divides the two starts in the distant north at the Amur River and runs southward through the crest of the Great Khingan Mountains. It follows the contours of the Huang He, or Yellow River, turning northwest and then west to accommodate that part of the river that arches toward Mongolia. Turning again southward, it searches out the upper part of the river, passing through the region around Lanzhou and Chengdu and finally becomes obscure in the hilly southern area of Kunming near the Vietnamese border.


  In the West, on the left-hand side of the rough demarcation line, the land is a combination of closely crowded mountains with rough surfaces possessing little greenery even in the warmer regions of the lower altitudes. The towering peaks are occasionally interrupted by expanses of flat territory that is also desolate and dry, being surrounded by a natural barrier that withstands the invasion of rain clouds. The mountains in the North on the edge of the “line” give way to the Gobi Desert, filled with shifting earth, harsh rock formations, and severe extremes in temperature, all of which combine to exclude more than occasional visits of man and beast. The mountains envelop this desert which extends from Manchuria into southern Mongolia.
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  These areas of outer China are largely unmapped by Western standards. The thinly scattered people of Tibet, Xinjiang, and Manchuria have traditionally relied on herds of animals as their principal resource, although great treasures of mineral wealth may lie buried below the surface of the earth. A short growing season provides the small amount of greenery available. The air is dry in both summer and winter, blowing out of Asiatic Russia (Siberia). The great distance the wind has traveled prior to its arrival in China has taken almost all moisture from the air. The lack of significant bodies of water in the endless expanses also makes the dry winds cold—bitterly so, almost beyond belief, in the winter.


  In the spring enough warmth arrives to melt the snow in the lower altitudes of the mountains. This is sufficient to support limited agriculture at the lower edges of the mountains bordering the Gobi Desert of western Manchuria and Mongolia in the area between the mountains and the Takla Makan Desert in Xinjiang and the valleys of Tibet, but only during the brief summer season.


  To the south and east of the “line” the land changes into temperate farmland; it is relatively flat and somewhat drier in parts of northern China, notably in the North China Plain. The hillier and more mountainous areas found in southern China have more moisture and warmer temperatures, producing thick growths of forest on the land not under cultivation.


  The three main rivers, the Huang He (Yellow), the Yangzi, and the Xijiang (West River) have their origins deep within the remote territory west of the mountains, but flow through the more level eastern regions in a sluggish manner. Refreshed by the cool water of melting snow, they are quickly swollen in the spring by rains brought by the southeastern monsoon, and overflow their banks, spreading rich silt over the surrounding land. Rivers overflowing their banks continue to be a major problem. They also are a traditional source of communication and transportation in the region, but this is being replaced by railroads.


  The lower valley of the Huang He is temperate and is the area in which the major aspects of Chinese civilization were born. The river itself is unpredictable. It left its old course south of the Shandong peninsula in which it had flowed for more than 800 years, and assumed its present course north of the peninsula in 1853, a shift of more than 500 miles. The immense quantities of silt it carries in its waters gave it the name “Yellow River” and also have built up a riverbed so much so over the years that is higher than the surrounding land. When it enters flood stage, the results have been catastrophic.


  The growing season increases in the central and eastern region of China that is drained by the Yangzi River; it becomes almost continuous throughout the year in the southeastern area through which the Xijiang (Sikiang) River flows. If the rainfall in these regions were uniform from year to year, both would produce great quantities of food to feed the huge number of Chinese. The variations in rain, however, cause periodic loss of crops by either drought or flood. During a prolonged drought, even the violent summer rains are not of much help, since they run quickly into the rivers and flow into the sea rather than watering the land, which then dries out, unless there is further, preferably steady, rainfall.


  The island of Taiwan has an elongated oval shape and its entire length is dominated by a chain of mountains rising with regularity to heights of 6,000 to 11,000 feet. These peaks lie close to the eastern side of the island and drop steeply at the coastline into the warm waters of the Pacific. The western slopes descend gently to a fertile plain that occupies almost one-half of the island’s surface. The climate varies from tropical to temperate, depending upon altitude. As is true on the Chinese mainland 100 miles across the Taiwan Strait, the summer winds bring abundant rain, which supports intense agriculture. The smaller rivers do not cause the catastrophic floods of the three mighty rivers of continental China, so that bountiful harvests of a variety of produce, principally rice, are regularly gathered.
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  History


  The Formative Era


  China is the world’s oldest continuous civilization in the sense that contemporary Chinese civilization recognizably resembles its earliest origins. Today’s Arabic and Islamic Egypt, for example, is far more different from the civilization of the Pharaohs than China is from its early years. Still China is actually of much more recent vintage than the major early civilizations of Southwest Asia and North Africa.


  Archeological evidence from north China, where its drier climate better preserves artifacts, reveals Neolithic communities based in several parts of the region dating from around 5000 B.C. These communities cultivated dogs and pigs and, even at that early date, silk worms.


  By the period 1800–1000 B.C., the Chinese had begun to develop into a highly stylized, complex pattern. Advanced and very artistic techniques of casting bronze developed. The system of ideographic writing was refined and became the method of communicating and recording of ideas. But it did not and it does not now have an alphabet; it consists of a collection of thousands of symbols, each of which represents a word. Somewhat similar to Egyptian hieroglyphics, these characters have evolved far beyond their original graphic origins. Today, merely looking at a character provides few clues to its meaning. For many hundreds of years this system of writing was known only to scribes and intellectuals and has only recently become more widely known among the general population.


  Nevertheless, using this tremendously demanding writing system, the Chinese developed quite early a society more dependent on a wide dispersal of learning than almost any other major civilization. The 20th century saw many modifications to both the format and structure of the characters to make them more accessible to the average person.


  The Early Dynasties


  From around 1800 B.C. the Chinese were ruled by kings of the Shang, an apparently feudal and aristocratic dynasty. The Shang rulers were replaced by the Zhou (Chou) dynasty, which formally governed from about 1100 to 800 B.C., after which their power rapidly diminished until it was destroyed centuries later. Although the details of the fall of the Shang need hardly concern us here, what is astonishing is that from that collapse emerged one of the most significant Chinese contributions to political philosophy ever devised, The concept of the “Mandate of Heaven.”


  In originally justifying their conquest of the Shang, the Zhou leaders explained that the Shang, due to their degeneracy, had forfeited the “Mandate.” According to their reasoning, which would dominate Chinese political thought down through the ages, “Heaven” was not viewed as a spiritual place of post-life salvation. It was a conscious entity that insisted that governments on earth must rule for the benefit of the masses. And leaders maintained the right to do so only as long as they continued to behave well toward the people. In a world where too often political power has derived more from the sword or inheritance, this provisional nature of power has been an important idea first developed in ancient China and eventually complementary to many modern democratic theories of government. Some early Chinese thinkers even went so far as to claim that the “Mandate” actually justified the right of the masses to revolt!
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  The real power of the Zhou dynasty lasted only a few centuries before North China then disintegrated into a number of feudal states led by “princes” who occupied their time and that of their subjects in a variety of wars against each other. The use of iron tools in agriculture during this period produced a high yield from the earth, which, together with irrigation and (after 1,000 A.D.) the widespread cultivation of rice permitted a correspondingly high rate of population growth. As the people pressed outward, they came into greater conflict with non-Chinese people who inhabited central China around the Yangzi River. The stronger rulers subdued the weaker and smaller states, and the number of feudal princedoms became fewer, gradually falling under the control of two major states: Qin, which ultimately triumphed in the 3rd century B.C., was in the west central and northwestern part of China and Chu in the central Yangzi valley. Graphically, this period is known as the “Warring States Period.”


  The Hundred Schools


  Though China was divided during the later Zhou period, this diversity of political power proved to be a major benefit for its cultural development. In fact, one of the most interesting features of Chinese civilization is that, given its usual tendency toward centralization and successive government enthusiasm for promoting an orthodoxy of thought, it is most often during periods of relative weakness that Chinese intellectual life most dramatically has flourished.


  Several points in modern history, the 1920s and most recently in the era before the clashes at Tiananmen Square in 1989, serve as good examples. The later Zhou was just such an era, a time when in the 5th and 4th centuries B.C. China enjoyed an intellectual blossoming comparable to that of Greece during the same period. Literature and the arts flourished, and the desire for knowledge and social order led to the creation and formalization of the two intellectual systems which originated in China: Confucianism and Taoism, the latter a mystical and contemplative system of belief and magical imagery (see Historical Background).


  Confucianism, in contrast, is largely a system of social philosophy, and became a very influential source of satisfaction for the learned Chinese as well as providing a sense of imperial legitimacy and the security arising out of its emphasis on hierarchy and deference to authority, a feature many in East Asia today claim still plays an important role in their recent economic successes.


  The First Empires


  By 221 B.C. the Qin ruler, who led a highly organized and militarily strong state, conquered his rivals and established control over all of north and central China as well as part of the southern region. For China this was one of the darkest periods in its history. The Qin dynasty unified the empire in more ways than military conquest; the Great Wall of China was constructed laboriously over a period of years to ward off the periodic raids by the nomadic central Asians from the North. Roads and other public works were built and the system of writing and weights were standardized. Obsessed with the needs of state power, the Qin leadership ignored the precepts of Confucianism, even killed many of its adherents, rejecting totally the idea that the state existed to serve the masses. Not surprisingly the rule of the Qin was extremely oppressive and produced much discontent among the Chinese people. It was soon overthrown by a new dynasty that took the name Han.


  These new rulers, successfully avoiding the arrogance which had brought down the Qin, eventually governed for almost 400 years (2nd century B.C.–2nd century A.D.) before and after the beginning of the Western Christian era. The people of China today are sometimes referred to as Han to differentiate them from the minorities that live in the outer part of what is modern China. In spite of a brief collapse at the halfway point of its reign, the Han dynasty succeeded in making China into an empire of power, wealth, and cultural brilliance comparable to the other great civilization of the same period, the Roman Empire.


  Technologically, it was in fact far more advanced than its Roman counterpart on the other side of Eurasia. Its boundaries were pushed well into central Asia, where local leaders were awed by the brilliance of Chinese advances in learning and military prowess. Even if not directly supervised by the Chinese, rulers of the outlying states of Asia were often willing to acknowledge themselves tributary and vassal states of the mighty empire.


  When the Han dynasty collapsed, the following four centuries were marked by frequent nomadic invasions from the North which resulted in a series of states in northern China ruled by non-Chinese. A few Chinese, or Han states, did survive in the South, however, under a series of weak dynasties. During this time of uncertainty, Mahayana Buddhism, sometimes referred to as northern Buddhism (see Historical Background), spread quickly following its arrival from northern India by way of Central Asia at the beginning of the Christian era.


  The Middle Dynasties


  China was reunited by the Sui and Tang dynasties after 581 A.D., and under an energetic succession of emperors it once more extended the area of its power far into Central Asia. For the first time in world history, a written examination was developed for civil servants, appointment of whom was based more and more on ability rather than family ties. Ironically, aspects of this movement away from aristocracy and toward a more individually based system of merit had begun earlier under the generally hated Qin dynasty.


  Although the officials of the Tang dynasty were largely Confucian in outlook, it was in this period that Buddhism reached the height of its influence in Chinese civilization. Nevertheless, that influence was not long lasting and the later Tang era saw many cruel persecutions of Buddhists. Though losing its hold on official Chinese thought to Confucian scholars and Daoists (Taoists), this South Asian belief system would nevertheless remain influential on the popular level into the modern period.


  There was a short period of disunity following the decline and fall of the Tang dynasty in the 10th century A.D. The brilliant cultural advances of the ensuing three-century period centered chiefly on painting and the discipline of philosophy. Under the influence of Buddhist theology, official Confucianism was modified by about 1200 into Neo-Confucianism which concerned itself more with abstract philosophy than had the original form of this belief.


  The country was ruled by emperors of the Song (Sung) dynasty, and was continually threatened by a succession of powerful non-Chinese states that emerged along the northern border. The end of this era came with defeat by the most powerful northern force, the Mongols, who were able to succeed in their conquest only after a long and bitter campaign. The Song had withstood the Mongols longer than any of the other civilizations of the world into which the conquerors intruded, but ultimately became a part of a vast empire stretching from the Pacific to what is now the Middle East.
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  The Mongols finally unified all China in 1279 and ruled for a century, taking the name Yuan dynasty. Already disliked by the Chinese in a number of ways, the Mongols had but slight respect for Confucianism and the civil service examinations. These factors led to even greater opposition by the Chinese, particularly the upper classes. The rulers were religiously tolerant and permitted small communities of Franciscan missionaries to introduce Christianity into several parts of coastal China.


  The Mongols were expelled from China in 1368 in a great upheaval with strong anti-foreign tendencies. This new, ethnically Chinese dynasty that came to power, the Ming (1368–1644), at first ruled firmly and energetically and created a powerful empire.


  Following the momentum of the outward-looking Yuan dynasty, the Ming Emperor even sent out huge overseas flotillas toward the west to explore and demonstrate the might of the Chinese Empire. Starting in 1405 the Ming Emperor Yong Le sent out an extraordinary series of naval expeditions which over the years eventually traveled throughout Southeast Asia and parts of India and ranged as far away as Aden in Arabia and Mogadishu in East Africa. The final expedition in 1431 even sent some ships as far as Jedda on the Red Sea. The efforts, whose motives are not exactly clear, certainly had its impact. The Chinese flotilla intervened in a number of local disputes and worked to further the prestige of the Chinese emperors.


  However, they lacked the ongoing significance of the voyages Westerners mounted in the opposite direction several generations later in the 15th century. By the time the Europeans attempted similar voyages, memory of the early Chinese flotillas had been all but forgotten.


  Within China, a period of decline began about 1500. Japanese pirates began to increase their activities along the coast. Internal weakness became an increasing problem which was transformed into an even greater liability by the rise in power of the Manchu rulers to the north. In 1644, a combination of domestic rebellion and Manchu might was sufficient to overthrow the Ming dynasty; within a few decades, the Manchus had subdued all of China.


  The Manchus


  The new rulers took the name Qing (Ch’ing) dynasty, but are more commonly referred to in the West as the Manchus. Although Chinese culture was by this time static to a degree that made basic changes difficult, under them the country was once again united and became rapidly powerful. In an effort to consolidate their positions, they ruled through existing Chinese institutions, including the very formal civil service examination system with its Confucian orientation. For this reason, and others, they were accepted rapidly by their Chinese subjects.


  Interestingly, they devised a system whereby major offices and responsibilities were shared by matched sets of Manchu and Chinese officials. After an initial period of wise and successful rule, the Manchus indulged themselves in a period of energetic, but arbitrary and costly, warfare in the late 18th century that undermined the dynasty and coupled with internal corruption and a number of internal revolts combined to make China less able to deal with the challenges the 19th century would bring.


  The Western Arrival


  Although Westerners from the Roman era on had periodically visited China, the modern period of Sino-Western relations really begins in the 18th century when Europeans, principally British, started to seek Chinese silk and tea. Unfortunately for these early merchants they had, at first, little to offer, save silver bullion in exchange for the coveted Chinese goods. The Chinese seemed quite disinterested in Western products. In fact, the famous emperor Qian Long even explained to a Western visiting dignitary in 1793 that China had “all things” in abundance and was simply not interested in Western goods. Nevertheless, the trade did develop and at the insistence of the Beijing government it was confined to the southern port of Guangzhou known to foreigners as Canton.


  For the English though, this “Canton System” although lucrative enough, did cause problems. They were interested in trading further north in China where there might be a better market for their goods and in having direct contact with Chinese officials when various problems, legal and commercial, arose.


  None of these things was possible, given the prevailing Chinese disinterest in any Western-style foreign relations or commercial exchanges beyond those considered important to maintaining the dignity and universal legitimacy of Chinese imperial claims. For the Chinese, foreign relations as understood in the West did not exist.


  The Chinese emperor was considered the “son of heaven” and people interested in having relations with China were expected to take part in the Chinese “Tributary System,” largely a symbolic system whereby other communities recognized the supreme symbolic authority of the Emperor. On a technical level, that required a physical prostration before the emperor known as the kowtow and an exchange of various presents. In fact, the presents the Chinese gave away were not uncommonly more valuable than those they received. For the Chinese emperors, it was the symbolism of the relationship that mattered, not the cash transaction. England, the country that some had disparaged as the nation of shopkeepers, had met an empire completely uninterested in commerce. It was a bad match.


  
     
   The Chinese Exam System


  The Chinese examination system, which existed in various forms until the early 20th century, was truly remarkable for a traditional society. Rather than relying on birthright to choose the bulk of their elites, as was so common among the Europeans and even their East Asian neighbors, the Japanese, the Chinese eventually developed a massive system of offering Confucian-based exams to thousands upon thousands of males annually. Those who advanced beyond the first demanding tests went on to even more rigorous exams at the provincial and eventually imperial level. Although few became great government officials, the system created an enormous pool of educated people who served the needs of society as local leaders and, for the lucky few, officially within the imperial bureaucracy.


  Not surprisingly those who came from educated and reasonably well-off households had a major advantage in the competition. Nevertheless, the record of graduates shows that it was a true system of social mobility that allowed many people year after year to rise beyond their families’ earlier accomplishments.


 


  But by the late 18th and early 19th centuries, two developments occurred which led to dramatic changes in China’s relations with the Western powers. The British discovered that opium, grown in their possessions in India, could be sold at a handsome profit in China. Over the next decades the amount of opium imported into China by the British grew enormously until by the first quarter of the 19th century the drug was devastating Chinese society, especially in the south.


  After first undergoing an internal debate in the late 1830s about how best to deal with the crises, the imperial government decided to force the foreign traders to give up their trade. To that end, an imperial commissioner, Lin Zexu, was sent to Guangzhou in 1839 to attempt to suppress the trade. Although the imperial commissioner managed to confiscate the traders’ opium stocks and destroy them, the British government, by then especially committed to the drug trade, declared war. Over the next generation and during two successive “Opium Wars” one of which culminated in the capture of Beijing itself in 1860, the British, and eventually their French allies, managed to impose a series of “unequal treaties” on the Chinese. Those treaties would dominate Sino-Western relations until the middle of the 20th century.


  What had gone wrong for China? For most of world history Chinese technology had far outshone the skills of the Westerners, but by the 18th century, the Industrial Revolution, especially centered in England, gave the British enormous advantages over the once self-sufficient Chinese empire. That advantage would last for more than the next hundred years with profound implications for our own century.


  The Diplomacy of Imperialism


  Under the series of “unequal treaties” signed under pressure in the first half of the 19th century, China lost a large part of its sovereignty. The Westerners gained the right to dominate a series of ports, soon known as Treaty Ports along the coast. Hong Kong and Shanghai are the best known of them. The treaties also gave the foreigners immunity to Chinese law and control over China’s tariffs. Additionally foreigners gained the legal right to preach Christianity in the interior of the country. Moreover, due to the concept of “most favored nation,” the rights won by the English and French guns applied to all other foreigners in China including the Americans who had hardly taken part.


  Cutting the Melon


  The culmination of this era of imperialist greed occurred just as the 19th century was coming to a close. Known as the “Cutting of the Melon,” one European power after another began demanding further spheres of influence in China. The British demanded an expansion of their influence in the region west of Shanghai and north of Hong Kong while the French pushed into southern China from their base in Vietnam. To the north the Russians and Germans made their demands while the Japanese insisted on gaining further rights in the Chinese coastal areas opposite Taiwan. In each of these, a particular Western power (with the exception of the United States) was granted sweeping and exclusive economic rights in its area, coupled with a great degree of political influence.


  Russian domination was established in Manchuria, but the fertile southern portion of that region went to the Japanese in 1905 after their victory in the Russo-Japanese War. The Germans established themselves in the province of Shandong (Shantung); the British became the major power in the Yangzi valley region; the Japanese controlled Fujian (Fukien) Province; and the French asserted their dominance over Southwest China.


  Interestingly for students of modern Chinese history, the new demands were often made in the form of forced 99-year leases. Although most of these arrangements were long ago terminated, the lease on the New Territories of Hong Kong ran its full course.


  That imperialistic high point known as the “Melon Cutting” did not stop at the century’s end. Outside what had been China, places like Korea and Okinawa, which had paid tribute to the Manchu emperors, also became colonies or spheres of influence of Britain, France, Russia, and Japan. Russian influence became paramount in Outer Mongolia, and penetrated into Xinjiang (Sinkiang) in the 1930s. The British became a powerful influence in Tibet.
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  These losses of territory and authority were dramatic demonstrations of China’s basic weakness by the standards of the 20th century Western powers and were an insult to the sense of national pride of the Chinese. The economy of the coastal regions, traditionally more wealthy than the interior areas, was almost totally dominated by foreign trade and investment.


  Although many among the Chinese tended toward an inwardness that made effective response to these pressures difficult, there were other more far-sighted individuals within the Chinese leadership. They foresaw crises developing and began as early as the 1860s to adapt to the various Western military techniques needed to maintain the country’s sovereignty in that imperialistic age. Led by perceptive individuals at both the imperial and military level, most notably the Manchu Prince Gong, a period known as “Self Strengthening” was begun. He was aided at the provincial level by leaders like Li Hongzhang and Zuo Zongtang. Under this program, during an energetic era dating from the late 1860s through the 1890s, several military arsenals and dockyards were founded and scores of students sent abroad—to America and Europe—to learn Western military and engineering techniques. Sadly, though considerable effort was put out and significant gains made, they were overall too little to stem the flow of China’s diminishing strength nor to equal similar but more energetic efforts like those of their neighbors, the Japanese, who were simply far more successful.


  As seen below, in the first test of their respective efforts at mastering Western military techniques during the Sino-Japanese War of 1894, the Chinese accomplishments proved sorely lacking and the country experienced yet another massive humiliation. The significance of these humiliations and the various unequal treaties cannot be underestimated. It is important to understand that even today many of China’s oldest citizens grew up when these special Western and Japanese privileges were still in effect.


  The Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace


  Although the long-term implications of the Western pressures on China were enormous, the larger issue at the time for the Chinese themselves was the outbreak in 1851 of an enormous rebellion which eventually devastated much of the country over the next 15 years. The origins of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom, as the rebels called themselves, lay in the startling increases in population which had added enormous pressures on the land. Moreover, the Opium Wars themselves had disrupted economic life in southern China. It was in that disrupted environment that one of the more curious dramas of world history arose.


  The story began in the early 19th century when a frustrated Confucian scholar, who had for years been unable to pass the demanding Confucian civil service exams, decided that he was the younger brother of Jesus Christ. He developed a new “trinity” that included “God, the Father,” “God, the Son” and in this new theology, himself, the “little brother.”


  For fifteen years, dating from the original revolt in 1851, China was divided between two governments, the ethnically Manchu, but Confucian-oriented Qing dynasty, and the unique Chinese Taiping Rebels with their semi-Chinese semi-Christian orientation. Following ideas found both in the Old Testament and drawn from mythic memories of early China, the Taipings established a theocracy with a communal economic structure. Life was organized, especially at their capital at Nanjing, around a religious military structure which at least on the surface seemed quite puritanical. Women, in sharp contrast to traditional Confucian practice, were far freer. Foot binding was not practiced and the women also took part in battle. But the assault on traditional practice had been too great and by 1864 the Heavenly Kingdom of Great Peace collapsed under pressures from Qing Militia leaders aroused by the struggle to preserve Confucianism (and assisted by Western military soldiers and advisers).


  Following the death of the Emperor in 1861, his widow, referred to as the Empress Dowager Cixi, became co-regent during the reign of her son and wielded considerable influence. When he died in 1874 the throne then passed to Cixi’s own young nephew and her power continued as before. Probably the most powerful woman in world history, Cixi dominated China, the largest population under a single government in the world, from the early 1860s through 1908. Her influence cannot be underestimated. Traditionally seen as ruthless, able, and extremely conservative, she embodied the traditions cherished by the Manchu court officials who clung to the security of the past. More recent research has suggested that a somewhat different interpretation of her role might be in order. What is clear, though, is that under her reign, the first efforts to deal with the Western challenge in the form of the various industrial efforts known as the “SelfStrengthening Projects” were begun.


  Cixi’s power was so great that when she felt threatened by the Emperor Guang Xu’s dramatic effort during the summer of 1898 to drastically reorganize the Chinese government and educational system, the better to make it able to withstand imperialistic pressures, she had him arrested. But if the Empress Dowager Cixi had intensely disliked the Emperor’s response to the weakening of China, that did not mean that she failed to recognize the peril the dynasty faced. It is probably with that reason in mind that she soon pinned her hopes on yet another approach to the question of saving China. And in that case, one that arose from the popular masses’ anger with the disruptions in their lives said to be caused by the foreigners. The results came to be known as the Boxer Rebellion.


  At the popular level, there were many anti-foreign and anti-Christian outbreaks of violence in the years following 1870. Both sentiments joined to provide discontent resulting in the famous 1900 Boxer Rebellion a dramatic effort by thousands of Chinese to literally drive the Westerners out of China. In fact, the “Boxers” as the foreigners called them because of their ritualized style of physical and mental exercise, were encouraged by influential members of the Manchu court. For months, especially in north China, the Boxers terrorized Westerners and their Chinese converts.
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  Eventually, a joint military expedition sent by the Western powers crushed the Boxers. American and other foreign troops stormed Beijing in August 1900. Less than 50 years after the 1860 capture of Beijing by the Westerners, it was again under their control.


  The Empress Dowager, who had fled the city as a young woman in 1860 was understandably shaken by the defeat and granted her reluctant assent to certain innovations in the imperial government. But it was too late. She died in 1908. The Manchu Qing dynasty had only a few more years to survive.


  Trying to Save China


  In the years after the 1839–1842 Opium War several important officials and thinkers had come forward with theories and projects for reforming the Chinese empire. Some among them, as influential provincial leaders, put into place the various projects of the “Self-Strengthening Movement.” More radical reformers later in the century played an important role in the Emperor’s dramatic and failed reform effort of 1898, the so called “100 Day Reform.” Nevertheless, as China moved into the 20th century its problems worsened and the ability of the imperial Manchu government to respond to the crises became less and less significant. These early reformers were not unified and their disunity prevented them from achieving any real influence on the Manchu court until it was too late.


  As the situation deteriorated, the influences of these reformers became increasingly irrelevant, and leadership passed to those calling for more radical actions. It was in that context that a new generation of leaders arose, men not interested in reforming the Manchu Qing Empire but in replacing it with a republic more along the lines of Western models.


  The most important of these radicals was Sun Yat-sen, who dedicated himself to the overthrow of the Manchus and to the modernization of China along semiWestern lines. Although he was eventually able to attract a relatively large following, Sun was not very effective in organizing his followers. Nevertheless due to the drama of Sun having been unsuccessfully kidnapped by Chinese agents in London in 1896, he became very well known in the West and eventually personified, in the minds of many Westerners, the goal of a Chinese republican revolution.


  When the Empress Dowager died in 1908, the Manchu court installed the two-year-old Pu-Yi as child emperor. He reigned through regents appointed by the court until 1912. Later he was to serve as the “Emperor” of Manchukuo (Manchuria) when the Japanese attempted in the 1930s to colonize northern China.


  The Revolution of 1911


  In the fall of 1911, the ability of the Court to maintain the 250-year-old Qing dynasty finally failed. A rebellion broke out in the city of Wuhan which, given prevailing frustrations with the Manchu leadership, spread rapidly across the country. One after another, various provinces declared themselves for the revolution. Sun Yat-sen, although at the time visiting the United States, emerged by December as the provisional president of a new Chinese republic. It appeared at first that China was about to take its place among the democracies of the modern world. But that was not to be. If the forces of the old regime had been unable to maintain themselves, portions of their strength remained potent enough to direct the course of events over the next several years.


  To avoid a civil war, Sun turned over power to Yuan Shikai, a former Qing general who still held considerable loyalty among many government soldiers. There was actually little choice. A civil war between the new revolutionary forces and those of Yuan Shikai would have only weakened China further. The compromise seemed necessary to save what had been already won. But sadly, Yuan was more interested in establishing a new dynasty than serving as a true democratic president, and within a few years China literally collapsed from the stress.


  By 1916 China had disintegrated into a score of petty states run by individual military governors, usually referred to as “warlords.” They had little governing ability and their rule was almost uniformly oppressive. The legal government of China in Beijing continued to be recognized diplomatically by the foreign powers. In reality, this “government” was an ever-shifting combination of one or more warlords, sometimes under the influence of foreign nations. Communications were extremely poor and there was a thin scattering of modern arms in the outlying regions, making it almost impossible to achieve any genuine national unity.


  Sun Yat-sen, the “Father of the Revolution,” embittered by his experiences in these developments, established himself in the south and tried in various ways, without success, to overthrow the shadow government at Beijing and to reunite the country. During those years he devoted himself to the building up the Guomin-dang (Kuomintang)—“National People’s Party,” or “GMD.” But far to the north, an intellectual energy and nationalist momentum was growing that would go far beyond even Dr. Sun’s revolutionary plans.


  The May Fourth Movement


  The May Fourth Movement of the years 1915 to 1921 was a multi-dimensional era which embraced few central themes save a general disregard for China’s traditional Confucian culture. On an individual level many of those involved loudly advocated a reorientation of cultural values. The young were told to become more independent, less tied to the more tradition-bound older generation. Confucianism, it was said, simply did not allow China the vitality necessary to withstand the aggressive modern world.


  In addition to the trend toward economic modernization in the cities and coastal regions and cultural speculation during the 1920s, there was a marked growth of nationalism among the Chinese, who sought an end to foreign influence in their country. The “central” government was in the hands of a group under Japanese influence who cooperated with the latter’s efforts to have their control over the Chinese province of Shantung formalized by the treaties that ended World War I. An outburst of patriotism, led by students, which became known as the May Fourth Movement, prevented the actual signing of the treaty and sparked an era of intense popular political activity.


  On the national level the people of China, particularly the youth, desired the end of imperialism and internal disunity and came to believe that these goals could only be achieved through a major political and social revolution. Some chose the Guomindang, while a smaller number joined the infant communist movement.


  Communism


  The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) was founded in 1921 mostly by young Chinese intellectuals. The movement quickly came under the control of the Third International, more familiarly known as the Comintern of Russia under its energetic revolutionary leader, Lenin. The picture became even more complicated when the Comintern decided to enter into an alliance with Sun Yat-sen’s Guomindang and ordered the local Chinese communists to do the same. This unstable union was produced by a common, overwhelming desire to expel Western and Japanese influence from China and to eliminate the power of the warlords.


  To accomplish these aims, the Comintern reorganized and greatly strengthened the Guomindang through money and military aid, but it also hoped that communists could gradually acquire control over it by infiltrating top positions, and by putting pressure on the party through communist-dominated labor and peasant unions. Although there was considerable uncertainty about the collaboration of the Guomindang’s nationalists and the communists, what mattered above all was that their cooperation help unify the country once more. In 1926 that great effort, known as the “Northern Expedition,” began. For the next several years, sometimes by fighting, sometimes by negotiation, the nationalists marched north enthusiastically attempting to build a new, stronger, and now unified China. The march was to prove ultimately successful, although tensions inherent in the nationalist/commu-nist alliance eventually broke out.


  While Sun Yat-sen had been alive, the effort to both unify China and to maintain the coalition of nationalists and communists continued fairly well. But after his death in 1925 he was eventually succeeded by General Chiang Kai-shek, who had become increasingly alarmed at the threat of Soviet domination of China and the more immediate threat of potential communist revolution.


  Chiang determined to head off these threats by military force and in 1927 sent his forces into the newly liberated Shanghai to slaughter his communist allies. The alliance between the Chinese nationalists and the communists was thus broken. For the moment the nationalists—the Guomindang forces, under Chiang—seemed triumphant.


  Chiang captured Beijing in 1928, and proclaimed the renewed Republic of China with its new capital at Nanjing, a city which has often served as an alternative capital in Chinese history. Actually the GMD controlled only the eastern provinces of China and was faced with tremendous problems: a large army that had to be fed and clothed, floods, famine, and political apathy. After a generation of struggle the Guomindang had finally come fully to power. But its ability to attempt a rebirth of China was soon to be severely curtailed when, in 1931, the Japanese began their effort to dominate the country.
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  The Japanese Invasion


  Japanese efforts to establish an East Asian empire began in the late 19th century. By the early 1920s, their influence had grown considerably. Korea and Taiwan were already colonies and Japanese influence in Manchuria was considerable. China’s weakness during the era of the “Warlords,” 1916–1928, had given them even greater leeway to assert themselves. Moreover, the worldwide depression, which struck at the end of the 1920s, convinced many Japanese nationalists that Japan’s future lay in furthering their hold on northern China. That commitment led to the Japanese Manchurian army’s (see Japan) decision to provoke an incident which would allow them to take over Manchuria.


  The Japanese seized it in 1931–1932; the territory was renamed Manchukuo and the former Manchu emperor of the Chinese Empire, the youthful Henry Pu-Yi, took the throne as “Emperor of Manchukuo.” This interesting character had been tutored in the Western classics by an Englishman after the ouster of the Manchus, who suggested that he take an Anglo name. Having been enthroned as emperor and deposed while still a child, the possibility of once again becoming an emperor must have been exhilarating for the young man. Nevertheless, during his years as emperor over Manchuria, he would prove as powerless under the Japanese control as he had been as a child under the direction of the adults around him in the Chinese imperial court. His story is a fascinating one, and it eventually became well known to millions of filmgoers through the movie The Last Emperor.


  To Chiang Kai-shek, the Japanese assault, while dangerous, was still not his most immediate concern. The Generalissimo was more concerned about what he saw as a disease of the “heart,” the Chinese communists, who, while weakened by his assault in 1927, had remained a potent force. While Chiang had managed to weaken the city-based Shanghai communists, many others, most notably Mao Zedong in southeastern China, had managed to establish communist strongholds far beyond GMD control.


  Chiang Kai-shek then made the poorest of choices. He decided to concentrate his energies on dealing with the Chinese communists rather than the Japanese invaders. That decision would eventually put into question whether the GMD really had any right to call itself the “Nationalists.” His primary opponent, Mao Zedong, himself both a nationalist and committed communist, was often alienated from the leadership of the Chinese communist party; it often saw him as less orthodox in his ideological outlook. But these differences were hardly significant to the Guomindang which set out in the early 1930s to destroy the Chinese communist base known as the Jiangxi Soviet.
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  After long and difficult campaigns—the communist resistance was initially very effective—the communists were forced by overwhelming Guomindang military pressures to evacuate their base areas in Central and South China. Eventually, after a long dramatic trek of thousands of miles and extraordinary hardships later known as the “Long March,” the temporarily defeated Chinese communists took refuge in the remote and desolate regions of Northwest China. During the march, after a crucial meeting at Zhunyi, Mao Zedong at last emerged as the leader of the Chinese communists, a position he would not relinquish until his death in 1976. While Chiang Kai-shek may have felt some satisfaction with the weakening of the communists, he had more pressing pressures to the north.


  World War II


  By late 1936 in the midst of yet another effort to completely destroy the Chinese communists, Chiang was kidnapped by his own troops who were angry about his preoccupation with the communists in the midst of the imminent Japanese threat. After a dramatic episode that came close to bringing China to civil war, the Guomindang and Chinese communists made yet another alliance. From Mao’s perspective and that of many patriotic Chinese, it was absurd for Chinese to fight in the interior while Japan pressed forward in the northeastern part of the country. Moreover, Russia’s Stalin had been urging the communists to enter into another alliance with the Guomindang in order to resist the invaders. Mao probably saw an opportunity not only to resist the Japanese, but to ultimately overthrow the Nationalists after they had been weakened by the enemy.


  The new alliance came none too soon, for Japanese forces invaded eastern China in 1937 and started an assault of extraordinary brutality that at times foreshadowed later Nazi acts in Eastern Europe. The Japanese conquered the prosperous coastal regions of China, depriving the Guomindang of its major economic and political bases. Driven into the hills and mountains of southwest China, it became even more conservative and subject to corruption than before. Under Japanese control, cities like Nanjing, the Nationalist’s capital, experienced a horror of mass murder and rape that went on for weeks. To the north, Japanese doctors would eventually establish a medical experimentation center that carried out live vivisections on hapless Chinese captives. Though less well known than the Nazi brutalities, they left a legacy of bitterness between China and Japan that still exists.
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  The expansion of the communists from that time forth was actually at the expense not only of the Japanese but also of the Guomindang. Inflation and weakness also sapped the strength of the Nationalists, enabling the Japanese to inflict further heavy defeats on it as late as 1944. Nevertheless, the Japanese were unable to prevent the communists, more skilled in the art of guerrilla warfare than the Nationalists, from infiltrating and setting up base areas within territory that was supposed to be Japanese. Partly in retaliation for this resistance, the Japanese committed more atrocities against the Chinese people in the occupied areas, driving many into sympathy with the communists and thus assisting them to seize political control on an anti-Japanese, more than an anti-Guomindang, platform.
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  The Struggle for Power: Nationalists and Communists


  Increasing numbers of Japanese soldiers were withdrawn from China starting in 1943 because of the defeats that were being suffered in the Pacific war. This permitted the communists to expand rapidly, so that by the end of the war they controlled 19 base areas, in various parts of China, principally in the North and Northwest.


  The elimination of Japanese troops from China at the end of the war brought a frantic flurry of political and military activity by both the Guomindang and the communists. In the immediate period after the war the U.S. was the major political power in the Pacific area and it attempted to bring about some sort of settlement between these two competing Chinese parties. The talks conducted under the encouragement of U.S. General George C. Marshall, special envoy of President Truman, completely broke down in 1946 because neither side had any real desire for an agreement. Each preferred a trial of armed strength. Neither political party had any interest in sharing China’s future with the other.


  Unfortunately for the Guomindang, the Nationalists, nominally more powerful, were plagued by their inability to deal with China’s most serious problems: inflation, corruption, and loss of political unity. The military leadership also employed very poor tactics against the communists, especially in the battle over Manchuria, and soon found itself losing control over the mainland.
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  By the end of 1949 the Guomindang was driven to the island of Taiwan. The Chinese communists under Mao then controlled all of mainland China except for Tibet, which had been outside Beijing’s control since the collapse of the Qing. They proclaimed the People’s Republic of China and reestablished the Chinese capital at Beijing.


  The next year the soldiers of the People’s Liberation Army invaded Tibet. Although there was some initial resistance, the “roof the world” was brought under Chinese control again; the Dalai Lama, spiritual leader of the Tibetans who also was vested with rather wide governing powers, was soon made a figurehead. He eventually fled Tibet in 1959 after an unsuccessful uprising against the Chinese in the eastern part of the region.


  The “People’s Liberation Army” brought the new regime to power, and it remained important as a defense against possible enemies, both internal and external. The Chinese Communist Party, however, was the real instrument behind Mao and his regime; its members held and now hold all important public offices. It has proven to be the only political force since the Manchus that has demonstrated itself able to hold China together. For the first quarter century of the People’s Republic’s existence, Mao Zedong played an overpowering role. He made himself into a cult-like father figure whom all Chinese, especially the youth, were taught to worship to a degree that would have created envy in the hearts of previous emperors.


  Building a New China


  The team of Mao, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) and the army, held together quite successfully through the late 1950s and achieved results which were quite impressive considering how devastated the country was after generations of invasion and civil war. The majority of the people regarded the regime as the only hope of escape from the long nightmare of civil and foreign war, chaos, and abject poverty, and gave it overwhelming support. Initially following the Soviet model of development, China’s new leaders restored the defunct economy and launched an impressive program of heavy industrialization with Russian technical assistance and equipment. After igniting a frequently violent purge against the rural landowning classes, small plots of farmland were distributed to the peasants and then as the years went on collectivized. The lives of women were improved with the passage in 1950 of a new marriage and divorce law that gave women more marital and property rights.


  In short, China progressed from war-inflicted chaos toward a centralized, autocratic, and rationally administered state. Traditional Chinese culture and society were forcibly changed in directions desired by the communists with widespread, fundamental, and seemingly impossible effects. By 1956 the regime apparently felt confident enough to encourage the masses to voice their opinions on the many changes the CCP had brought about. “Let a hundred Flowers Bloom,” Mao, the supreme leader, proclaimed although apparently what the CCP’s leadership heard was not to their liking. By 1957 a cruel repression known as the “Antirightist Campaign” had commenced which was to destroy the careers of millions of Chinese intellectuals and others who had been naive enough actually to speak out.


  In foreign relations, the Chinese regime initially established a close alliance with the Soviet Union, still led by the aging Stalin. Doing so was not without its difficulties. The Soviet dictator would clearly have preferred a Chinese leadership more servile to Moscow and had even made Mao wait three days in Moscow before receiving him in November of 1949. Nevertheless the tie was formalized into a 30-year treaty of friendship. China also entered into diplomatic relations with all communist countries and with a number of neutral and Western nations. The United States, which had become protector of the Nationalists on Taiwan, refused to recognize Mao’s government. With only slight success, the Chinese communists initially tried to promote revolutions elsewhere in Asia. Eventually they retreated from this policy somewhat in order to be in a better position to cultivate the friendship of the neutral Asian nations.


  The Korean War


  Although the Chinese leadership may have wished to concentrate on solidifying their control over China in their first years of power, international developments became impossible to ignore. In June of 1950, the North Koreans, apparently with Soviet support, invaded South Korea with the goal of unifying the entire peninsula under their leadership.
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  Although the immediate Chinese reaction was somewhat restrained, the American decision to intervene through the United Nations aroused their ire. More to the point, after the American troops successfully drove the North Koreans back across the 38th Parallel demarcation line, they decided to invade North Korea with little thought to the consequences of moving toward the Chinese border (see the Korea section).


  From the Chinese perspective, the American troops (the apparent allies of their enemies the Chinese Nationalists) were pushing toward their borders and ignoring Beijing’s warning that they would intervene if the Americans continued north. Unfortunately, the American forces did continue north and the Chinese, urged on and with the support of the Soviets, committed massive numbers of “volunteers” to stop the Americans and to the aid the besieged North Korean communist government. Whatever possibilities might have existed for a successful relationship between Washington and Beijing was destroyed in the explosion that followed and killed so many Americans, Chinese, and Koreans over the next few years. By July of 1953 an armistice was signed dividing the peninsula between the North Koreans and their communist allies in the north and the South Koreans and their American allies to the south. U.S. forces have remained in South Korea ever since.


  The “Great Leap Forward”


  By the mid-1950s, the Chinese leadership had at last successfully stabilized the economy and begun the long effort to recover from so many decades of war and civil war. The Soviet model of a command economy with its five-year planning models was being used and significant progress was made.


  But Mao wanted more; he wanted China to literally leap forward toward a more industrialized and socialized future, not at some distant point in the future but immediately with one giant effort of the Chinese people united in the endeavor. By 1958, new and far more ambitious plans were announced for the country. Mao declared that China should catch up with industrialized England within 15 years.


  The “Great Leap Forward” as it was known was to have two fundamental aspects; one industrial, one social. Toward the first, enormous industrial goals were announced. Each work unit was, among other things, expected to create “backyard furnaces” to boost iron production. Every industry was expected to dramatically increase its output of goods using an emphasis less on industrial know-how than the cumulative willpower of the energized population.
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  On the “communitarian/socialist” side Mao’s planners herded people into what would become known as “People’s Communes,” which would dominate almost every aspect of their lives from child care to the use of their labor. Moving far past the Soviet model of state farms and limited private plots, the peasants were now told to live in completely egalitarian communities where there was literally no room for individual family initiative (or privacy). Even such mundane activities as growing a pig and raising it for market were branded “capitalist” and made impossible to carry out.
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  Most of these programs were terrible failures. Industrial production collapsed. The famous “backyard furnaces” often produced completely useless materials. The harvest revenues plummeted horrendously. Amidst the propagandistic circus of claims and boasts, a very real food disaster developed which turned into an enormous famine. Millions of people died in the following years due to this manmade disaster.


  Late in the decade, policy differences and political tensions began to appear between the aging Mao and some of his colleagues who were more pragmatic than he and obviously worried about the suffering brought on by the failures of the Great Leap Forward. Few though were willing to challenge the Great Leader openly. Moreover, problems with their enormous socialist neighbor were as well beginning to develop.


  Relations with the Soviets


  By the late 1950s, relations with the Soviet Union, the principal source of economic and military aid, were becoming severely strained. The Soviet leader Khrushchev cut off all aid in 1960. Actually a clash between Mao and Nikita Khrushchev was probably inevitable—the former regarded the younger Khrushchev as an upstart and at the same time Khrushchev, blessed with an over abundance of ego, considered Mao a fanatic and an adventurer. China’s enthusiasm for considering itself, rather than Moscow, the leader of their world revolutionary movements hardly endeared it to the Soviet Union either.


  Soon growing Chinese political pressures on the Soviet Union, calculated to prove the correctness of Mao’s brand of communism and the error of the Soviet “deviation,” produced serious and fundamental tensions not only between the Soviets and the Chinese, but within the entire communist world. Over these years relations with the Soviets, never close, would continue to deteriorate until by 1956 they seemed in competition for leadership of the communist world.


  In the summer of 1958, Mao engaged in another unsuccessful gesture—the shelling of the islands of Quemoy and Matsu, controlled by the Nationalists, close to mainland China in the Taiwan straits. Whatever his original intentions had been, nothing more than an artillery and air-power duel occurred, notwithstanding the alarm of other nations because of the possibility of a Chinese-U.S. confrontation. The Soviet Union’s unwillingness to be supportive during the crises and later when tensions developed with India further alienated Beijing’s leadership from Moscow.


  The Soviet Union was accused of being as great if not greater political enemy than the United States. The task of struggling against the supposed imperialistic designs of the U.S. was in effect assigned to other revolutionary movements in Asia, Africa, and Latin America.


  The revolutionary zeal of the Chinese, and their tendency to urge radical and nationalistic movements to greater tasks than were possible, with endless quantities of advice and of Mao’s “thoughts,” coupled with quantities of arms, did not produce the desired results. A number of moderate nationalist and socialist leaders of Asia and Africa became rapidly aware of the not yet serious threat, and took steps to expel Chinese agents. There were especially serious setbacks in Indonesia and in sub-Saharan Africa, which had seemed promising to the Chinese in the years 1963–1965. After the fall in 1964 of Khrushchev, who had handled the revolutionary impatience of the Chinese rather clumsily, his more practical successors offered China a limited agreement, which was spurned by Mao. With this refusal, Mao worsened his relations with some of his critics at home and abroad who wanted a less antagonistic attitude toward Russia.


  By the early 1960s, tensions within China’s leadership had become more obvious. Mao had withstood the direct criticism of former allies like Peng Dehuai regarding the disasters caused by the Great Leap Forward. But by the early 1960s his influence over events within China was being lost to the more pragmatic bureaucratic leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, most notably individuals like Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping. For the aging leader Mao Zedong, this development was completely unacceptable.


  The Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution


  By the last half of 1965, Mao became convinced that the time had come to silence his critics within the party. Thus began another mass campaign: the “Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.” His first obstacle, the reluctant municipal boss of Beijing, Peng Zhen, was soon overthrown by a combination of political pressures and military threats. Mao then proceeded to call on the revolutionary young people, organized into “Red Guards” to root out his enemies. Moreover, in his struggle with the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, Mao also had the support of Lin Biao, the commander of the People’s Liberation Army. The youthful Red Guards attacked and terrorized Mao’s real and imagined opponents in the universities, in the party structure, and anywhere else they were thought to be found.


  The victims ranged from party officials to teachers and other professionals in almost all fields from medicine to religion. Almost anyone the young enthusiasts could accuse of being insufficiently Maoist was in danger. The students created their own kangaroo courts to punish their victims and broke into homes looking for anything considered counter-revolutionary. Those found with materials ranging from books by Confucius to Western writings, even possession of materials written by the now-purged former leadership of the Communist Party, could cause an individual serious problems.


  Throughout the country, former officials and others who had held authority previously were beaten and humiliated as they were marched through the streets wearing banners proclaiming their supposed guilt. The lives of countless millions were affected by the malicious chaos of the era.


  The struggle was as much an assault on the full heritage of Chinese tradition as it was against Mao’s enemies. Throughout the country the “Red Guards,” aroused as they were against almost any object connected to China’s imperial past, destroyed or defaced materials of enormous beauty. Practitioners of traditional arts, from Buddhist monks to magicians and fortune tellers, were hounded from their professions.


  Eventually even central power began to break down in many parts of the country as Mao’s “Cultural Revolution” went far beyond what even he had envisioned. By early 1967, it was necessary for Mao to urge the army to intervene in order to prevent chaos and yet to keep the Cultural Revolution moving. The army quickly discovered that these two tasks were inconsistent and increasingly began to emphasize the restoration of order in place of the disorder created by the unruly Red Guards. In 1967, Mao was brought, willingly or unwillingly, to endorse a turn toward a more conservative line. After that time, the impact of the Cultural Revolution on everyday life lessened. During 1968 the army acquired more and more local power, and with Beijing’s consent, it forcibly suppressed the Red Guard movement. The young Red Guards were banished to the countryside to “educate” themselves among the peasants.


  How much they actually “learned” is less certain. What is clear is that a huge percentage of the young people of that era lost their opportunity for higher education and a better life. Many of their older contemporaries whom they had been persecuting were able to resume their former lives once calm was restored. That was less true for many of these youth, who were in many ways the real victims of the Cultural Revolution. Not only were they as individuals to lose, but China itself ultimately lost out on the professional skills they would have potentially made available to build a new, more modern China.


  The Vietnam Wars


  While China itself was going through the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, just to the south one of the longest struggles of the 20th century, the Vietnam War, was entering an especially critical stage (see the Vietnam section). For China, despite the eons of tension and ambivalence that separated the Chinese and Vietnamese, there was no question but that Beijing would support North Vietnam in its struggles against the Americans during the Vietnam War (approximately 1965–1975 for the American stage). But here, unlike in Korea, China did not play a major role.
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  China did, though, send some arms and personnel to North Vietnam cooperated for a time in shipping Soviet weapons by rail. Additionally, Beijing sent railway engineering units to help keep the main Vietnamese railway lines open in spite of American bombardment. After the American withdrawal in 1973, China stepped up its flow of arms to Hanoi and in this way contributed significantly to the rapid fall of South Vietnam in the spring of 1975.


  By that time, however, Hanoi had already begun to show signs of abandoning its neutrality in the Sino-Soviet disputes. It was “tilting” toward Moscow. By 1977 Vietnam was involved in a border war with Cambodia, where the pro-Chinese rather than the pro-Vietnamese wing of the Khmer Rouge (the Cambodian communist movement) had come to power in 1975. When China began in 1978 to put pressure on Vietnam in support of Cambodia, Hanoi expelled several hundred thousand “boat people,” many of them of Chinese ancestry, and moved still closer to Moscow. At the end of 1978, Vietnam invaded Cambodia and installed a puppet government in Phnom Penh. Accordingly, China then experienced its own Vietnam War for a time by invading Vietnam briefly in February–March 1979 with the announced purpose of teaching Hanoi a lesson.


  The lesson did not take. Vietnamese forces did far better than expected against those of their giant neighbor, and relations were tense for decades. Not surprisingly, despite the alliances of the war, the animosity that had existed between China and Vietnam for centuries was revived.


  Tensions have continued for years in the vicinity of their common border, as well as in the South China Sea, where a naval rivalry took place. Nevertheless, the collapse of the Soviet Union eventually led to a slight warming of relations between China and Vietnam.


  A Fundamental Shift


  The military clash along the Sino-Soviet border in early 1969, which turned out badly for the Chinese, eventually led to some astonishing shifts in East Asian politics. Given the reality that China was finding itself “squeezed” between two different antagonists, the jealous Soviets to the north, and the Americans struggling against communism in Vietnam, many in China felt it was time to rethink China’s international position. A moderate coalition, led by Premier Zhou Enlai and some of the military, tried to restore a greater degree of domestic stability and more workable foreign relations.
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  Zhou felt it advisable, after several months of Soviet threats, to enter into negotiations on border problems and related matters, and to downgrade disputes concerning communist theory. Nevertheless, by the end of 1970, it appeared that the negotiations had resulted in a deadlock.


  Internal politics also played a role in bringing about the new international alignment when Lin Biao, the longtime leader of the contentious PLA, who had supported improved Sino-Soviet relations, conspired against Mao. He was eventually killed in a 1971 abortive plan to flee the country. The way was clear to open relations with the United States, a relationship many in the Chinese leadership hoped would serve as a balance to the potential threats posed by the Soviet Union.


  To the surprise of the Americans, China extended in 1971 an invitation to an American ping-pong team to visit. This was quickly followed by a visit by Dr. Henry Kissinger in July 1971 and later by President Nixon in 1972. For the Americans, of course, better relations with Beijing offered the possibility of finding a new tool to end their frustrating involvement in Vietnam. Beijing’s help did eventually prove significant in developing the treaties that allowed for the United States to withdraw, even though that aid hardly affected the ultimate outcome of the Vietnam War itself.


  Nevertheless, American ties to China continued to improve, and by 1978 President Carter of the United States formalized diplomatic relations with Beijing. At the same time, the United States terminated its formal diplomatic relations and defense treaty with the Republic of China on Taiwan. Other important ties, however, remained intact and the U.S. continued to sell arms to Taiwan and to offer considerable “moral support.” Once Beijing and Washington began to improve their relations Taiwan’s international position began to deteriorate. In a humiliating move, Nationalist China was expelled from the United Nations and the People’s Republic of China became the official representative of China at that organization.


  The Emergence of Deng Xiaoping


  In the mid-1970s an upsurge of political ferment reflected radical dissatisfaction, especially from the individuals eventually known as the “Gang of Four” which included Madame Mao, Jiang Qing, as its most prominent representative. They were clearly dissatisfied with Premier Zhou Enlai’s more moderate policies, desiring another dose of Mao’s sloganeering agitation. In spite of this, Zhou, a highly skilled and educated person, though suffering from cancer, remained in power until his death, counterbalancing the influence of the waning Mao, who though physically frail was still perceived as supporting, or at least protecting, the more radical Maoists.


  Zhou Enlai was still effectively in charge, though in a hospital, possibly hoping that an early demise on his own part would not give the radicals an opening to resume their initiatives. Whatever his goals, Zhou died in January 1976, more than 10 months before Mao Zedong passed away. The timing appeared to allow Madame Mao and her radical allies their opportunity to come to full power at last.


  The death of Zhou Enlai deprived the world of one of its most astute statesmen and placed the future of the moderates in Beijing in jeopardy for a time. Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping, Zhou’s main assistant since 1973, had badly antagonized the Maoist radicals and did not remain in office long; he was forced out by April, presumably with Mao’s approval. The new premier announced at that time, however, was not formally a radical, but a compromise choice, Hua Guofeng, whose record suggested a closer affinity with the moderates than the radicals.


  A major earthquake in July 1976 tightened the political ties between Hua and the army, which handled most of the relief work. Given the trauma and demands required to recover, it was apparent that China needed a breathing spell away from the political bickering of the communist era.


  Frail, senile, and moribund, Mao died in September 1976. His death removed the main shield of the leading radicals, including his widow, Jiang Qing. They were purged by Hua a month later. The so-called “Gang of Four” soon came to be seen as central symbols of the suffering experienced by so many during the previous decade’s Cultural Revolution. After their purge, propaganda against them continued unabated.
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  Deng Xiaoping, the leader of the more pragmatic communist officials was “rehabilitated” and soon became the most powerful man in the country. His general approach could not be more in contrast to Mao Zedong, his longtime leader. Mao had been committed to an ideological approach to governing that often excluded basic realities, thus making possible movements like the “Great Leap Forward.” In dramatic contrast, Deng was more concerned about emphasizing a pragmatic approach to issues, preferably devoid of ideology. And it was with that approach that he set about, in what in hindsight turned out to be an incredibly successful effort, to build a new China.


  Opening to the World


  Under Deng Xiaoping’s leadership China underwent an extraordinary series of changes almost unprecedented in Chinese history. Famous for his comment that “it did not matter if a cat were black or white, as long as it caught mice,” Deng, while committed to the political power of the Chinese Communist Party was first and foremost a pragmatist. Early on he forced the retirement of Premier Hua Guofeng. Ultimately he was replaced by Hu Yao-bang. Deng then successfully went forward with the trial of the “Gang of Four,” thus neutralizing radical opposition, some of which was within the army, making it easier to move against the ideas and policies they and Mao had represented.


  The purge of radicals continued in both the party and the bureaucracy during the early 1980s. In 1985, 64 members of the Central Committee “resigned” under pressure from Deng. Zhao Ziyang was named General Secretary of the party in 1987, replacing Hu Yaobang. Eventually, he in turn, after the crises of Tiananmen Square, was replaced by the Jiang Zemin, in 1989.


  Deng was also the driving force behind significant agricultural reforms during the 1980s, which led to partial de-collectivization. In 1984, control over industry was eased, giving local managers more authority. Prices were set at the local instead of the national level (at least in theory), and food and housing subsidies were reduced for urban dwellers. In 1985, the economy grew by 15%. That astounding leap in GNP would begin a pattern of growth that continued for decades.


  Unfortunately, inflation and corruption also exploded. Attempts by more conservative forces to rein in the freer economic environment were not as successful as they would have liked. Deng also took a more “open” approach toward the outside world. Relations with the U.S. improved after the issue of American arms sales to Taiwan was aired in 1982. From Deng’s perspective, that was particularly important given his assumption that China could not accomplish its modernizing goals without good relations with the United States. A cautious move to improve relations with the Soviet Union was also undertaken, but in the aftermath of the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan that became more difficult.


  1989—Tiananmen Square


  The death of Hu Yaobang, once considered the likely successor to Deng, in April 1989, ignited demonstrations by students who had long idolized him as a true reformer. By early May they had turned out by the hundreds of thousands in the larger cities, particularly Beijing, waving banners with statements unheard of in China: “Down with Corruption! . . . Long Live Democracy! . . . Press Freedom!” . . . “Down with Rule by Men, Long Live the Rule of Law!” A level of student and public activism emerged that had not been seen since the most dramatic days of the 1919 May Fourth Movement 70 years before.


  Tiananmen Square was literally taken over by a huge encampment of protesting students some of whom gained even more support by going on a hunger strike to demonstrate their commitment. Not only students but workers in cities throughout China became involved and their demands ranged from moderate calls for further democratization in China to protests against political and economic corruption. A shaken Communist Party leader, Zhao Ziyang, mingled with the student demonstrators and made some vague concessions, but was swept aside by Deng Xiao-ping and the more conservative Premier Li Peng.


  There were clearly conflicting opinions among the leadership on just how to deal with the protesters. Moreover, the leadership itself appeared divided on larger issues of policy regarding the economy. Should it continue its rapid growth or rein in the increasingly open economy toward a more party-dominated one? Who would win in the leadership struggle thus had clear ramifications for China’s entire economic future as well. But the more immediate crisis was in the streets and for the moment, the hardliners both political and economic were in the ascendance. For weeks, during a period of leadership indecision complicated by the visit of the Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev, the crisis grew and the humiliation of the government leaders along with it.


  Suddenly on June 4, tens of thousands of well-armed troops smashed their way through Beijing to the heart of the city, Tiananmen Square. The tanks crushed many in their path; estimates of those killed and wounded were in the thousands. There were reports of soldiers firing indiscriminately into the crowds, invading hospitals to yank out life-support systems of the wounded, attacking doctors and engaging in other violent acts. The hardliners had won, at least for the time being.


  The massacre in Beijing was followed by a massive nationwide campaign of political repression involving many arrests. This evoked outrage abroad and some limited, largely temporary, sanctions on the part of China’s major trading partners, which had little effect on the hardliners dominant in Beijing. Clearly China’s Communist leaders had weathered the storm, but the events of June 1989 would continue to haunt them for decades to come. The CCP had come very close to losing control of the country. The fall of eastern European communism over the next few years only reinforced that sense of vulnerability.


  Parallel with this political crackdown, Deng Xiaoping’s economic reform program went into reverse. In fact, some have surmised that the economic conservatives among the leadership had used the confrontation for their own ends, to return to a more Soviet-style command economy at almost the same time that the Soviet Union was unraveling. Central control over the economy was strengthened, prices were more closely controlled, and there was even talk of the “voluntary” recollectivization of agriculture.


  Whatever senior leader Deng’s commitment to stopping the political challenge and chaos of the streets in 1989 had been, he himself clearly remained convinced that China needed more, not fewer, economic freedoms. But for a time after the clashes on Tiananmen Square, Deng’s pro-economic reformers were clearly in the minority among China’s leading decision makers.


  Eventually, though, by 1992, Deng Xiaoping and his supporters once again prevailed over the economic conservatives to reinvigorate the reforms. The private sector received encouragement, and in 1993 the free market concept was legitimized in the constitution. The “open” policy toward the outside world remained in effect, and foreign investment continued to flow in from the United States as well as from other sources.
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  Although opposition continued to be sternly repressed, China in the early 1990s experienced one change with important political possibilities. The provinces were gaining in autonomy and authority at the expense of the center. This was especially true of the comparatively prosperous and dynamic provinces along the coast.


  The Death of Deng Xiaoping


  After years of waiting, the world heard of the news of Deng Xiaoping’s death in February 1997. While he had not been influential in decision-making for years, many had waited for word of his death with trepidation. After all, more than once before, the death of a senior leader had set off dramatic developments in the People’s Republic. In 1976, both the early death of Zhou Enlai in January and Mao’s death in October had set off dramatic changes in the leadership of the country. Indeed, it was only with Mao’s death that the forces were released that brought Deng Xiaoping to supreme power. And more recently the death of the former party Chairman Hu Yaobang, had set off the chain of events that eventually brought on the Tiananmen Crisis of June 1989. But in the first weeks after Deng’s death it appeared that nothing of the sort was likely to occur this time around.


  Chief among the differences was the very success Deng had brought about. When Deng first emerged in real power in the late 1970s he led a weak China with a military that would soon embarrass itself in the expedition against Vietnam, one that hardly made a dent on the international, political, or economic scene. A generation later the China of Deng has been drastically transformed.


  In 1978 when Deng’s authority began to be significant, Chinese exports to the world were U.S. $9.8 billion but by 1995 they were U.S. $149 billion! Steel production had tripled and urban Chinese lived increasingly in cities that often resembled huge construction sites that were the product of a building boom. More than a decade of double-digit growth rates had transformed China. Even the World Bank estimated that the number of people living in poverty had been cut by two thirds.


  Thus by the time Deng died, an enormous percentage of Chinese felt invested in the new changes. While there were clear differences between some of the top leaders, the sort of issues that had divided the leadership in 1976 and for a time in 1989 seemed much milder. With even the conservative military making billions from their role in the surging economy there was clearly no turning back from the world that Deng had built. China would be an involved player in the world community. Only the details needed to be worked out. The dramatic and sometimes deadly struggle between the Maoists and the Pragmatists that had characterized aspects of the earlier Mao years seemed to have passed. There was far more general agreement on the new China that Deng had set in motion.


  By Deng’s death, Jiang Zemin was already well positioned to establish himself as the new dominant figure. His prominent role during the July 1997 Hong Kong transition and later his leadership at that fall’s 15th congress of the Chinese Communist Party only confirmed his power through late 2002 when another smooth transition of power occurred.


  New Generations Emerge


  In the fall of 2002 the long awaited 16th National Party Congress took place, and yet another generation of leaders emerged from the shadows. Most importantly, Hu Jintao, 59, the vice president and previous party boss of Tibet was chosen to head the 65-million-member Chinese Communist Party while a host of older leaders, men long known to the outside world retired. They included Zhu Rongji, the longtime premier, and Li Peng, who became infamous during the Tiananmen Crisis of 1989. Even as President Jiang was leaving office, his influence remained obvious, not only in the makeup of the new politburo, which was still packed with his supporters, but the apparently forced retirement as well of Li Ruihuan, one of Jiang’s principal rivals.


  Still, China’s then new leader in 2003, Hu Jintao, steadily expanded his influence after coming to power. In fact, by the fall of 2004 ex-President Jiang formally surrendered his last official position of significance, as leader of the party’s military commission. Hu Jintao added this to his other titles as president and head of the party. Nevertheless Jiang continued to remain influential behind the scenes.


  Both leaders, Jiang and his immediate successor Hu Jintao, were clearly committed to continuing the general lines of reform begun by Deng Xiaoping, but they have faced a China much different from the one Deng had led. China has become far more integrated into the world system, its military and economy are far stronger, and the challenges its leaders face are different from those with which Deng dealt. That integration had become particularly important over the last year. Not only did the world watch as Chinese leaders found themselves increasingly involved in discussions of whether China would play a financial role in helping address the European debt crisis. But it took note of the care the United States took in establishing a strong relationship with the even newer leadership in China, which by mid-2011 was starting to assume authority.
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  That was especially important by 2014 because whatever the ambiguity of China’s role during the earlier years of the 21st century, by 2014 China had clearly accomplished one of the nation’s long-term goals. It had unambiguously become a superpower along the lines people had once thought of the Soviet Union and of course the United States. Moreover, it was a superpower that was clearly looking forward to a day when the influence of the United States would become less paramount in world affairs and would be replaced by a system within which global issues would be decided by a larger group of the world’s more influential countries including China and perhaps a newly reinvigorated Russia.
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