Living the Dream

What the 'Chinese Dream' could mean for the nation's people, China's neighbours and the rest of the world.

By Jason Miks

4/11/2006

Flying into Beijing the skyline looks as if it is shrouded in a grey early morning mist. But it is actually late afternoon, and the haze barely lifts for the next five days, acting instead as a constant reminder of the polluted flip side of China’s much vaunted economic miracle.

China’s growth forecast for this year has just been rounded up by the Asian Development Bank to 9.5 per cent, marking yet another year of near double digit growth. Yet there is concern not just from environmental groups at the damage being caused by this resource hungry nation, but also from a government worried by the social strains of an increasingly apparent rich poor divide which sees millions of people still mired in poverty. 

Surveys by Gallup, for example, suggest that incomes in China's ten leading urban regions are more than five times those in rural areas, and the two are diverging further each day. However even in these booming cities the social fault lines are clearly visible as the hutongs, the city's traditional residential alleyways, are surrounded and squeezed from all directions to make room for high rise offices and apartments.

Which is perhaps why officials in China are beginning to press the notion of a Chinese Dream – the idea that anyone can make it big in the new, dynamic China - in an effort to head off potential unrest. Last week at a well publicized workshop - the ‘Chinese dream and a harmonious world’ - a group of scholars and officials outlined their vision of a country where the rich are not resented, but instead act as an inspiration to their countrymen. Wu Jianmin, president of the China Foreign Affairs University in Beijing, argued at the conference that spreading the Chinese dream could help ease social unrest, as migrant workers see that ‘they can also become the elite in society through their pursuit of the dream’.

Such talk, as well as the enormous attention that is being paid to promoting the next Olympics games – virtually everyone I encountered asked if they’d see me in 2008 – is undoubtedly partly aimed at creating an inclusive, optimistic vision to soften any possible resentment between China’s haves and have nots. But in trying to create a unifying national identity, some fear that the country is also taking a dip in the murky waters of nationalism. 

The government of course would deny this, and claims that its vision is a benign one. Hao Ping, president of Beijing Foreign Studies University was quick to say that Chinese pursuing their goals must also respect other cultures to ensure peaceful development.

Yet these soothing words might not be enough to assuage the concerns of many who are worried about China’s remarkable rise and the potential of any unifying ‘dream’ to lapse into assertive, even aggressive, nationalism.

The potential for this was evident last year in the mass protests against Japan’s revision of some school textbooks which some Chinese believe downplay Japan’s war time aggression. Many observers felt that the government, although it did not explicitly support the sometimes violent protests, showed some early tacit approval by its slow effort at quelling them. 

China’s continued diplomatic war of words with Japan also risks further inflaming nationalist elements in both countries by creating a vicious cycle of attack and counter attack. Though Prime Minister Koizumi’s visits to the Yasukuni shrine are ill advised, China merely provided a rallying point for Japanese nationalists when its foreign minister apparently referred to Koizumi’s visits as ‘stupid’ and ‘not moral’. Such comments - and the Chinese government’s refusal to meet with Koizumi - only risk bolstering candidates running on anti-China platforms in the race to succeed Koizumi in September. 

China must also be wary about adopting a too self righteous stance on the textbook issue because its own manipulation and control of its media far exceeds that of any Japanese message doctoring (and anyway, Japanese officials are not alone in noting the sometimes one sided interpretations of some of China’s own textbooks).  Freedom House last year ranked China 177th in terms of press freedom and the news broadcasts there at times almost sound like government press releases. 

Such control gives the authorities tremendous scope for putting out a carefully calibrated message, but the nationalism that China’s leaders sometimes seek to exploit can get out of hand, and the fear of this is only exacerbated by a military build up which is shrouded in secrecy.  The US has repeatedly requested that China be more open about its plans, with the Department of Defence estimating that China’s military expenditure is 2 or 3 times what it claims. Last year China passed a law authorising force against Taiwan should it try to secede, and a report by a think tank affiliated with the Japanese Defence Agency also pointed out that Beijing has acquired Sukhoi fighters from Russia ‘to secure command of the Taiwan Strait,’ as well as increasing the number of short-range ballistic missiles on the coastal area bordering the Strait. In addition, a Chinese submarine was spotted in waters near Okinawa in November 2004. 

To be trusted therefore, China’s leaders will need to be far more open and transparent than they have so far been, or their assurances of peaceful intentions will mean little. Many argue that China would be foolish to upset its relationship with the West by moving against Taiwan. But the success of China’s economy does not rest solely on western support, and it has increasingly turned to nations such as Venezuela, Zimbabwe and Iran to satiate its resource hunger. 

If China’ s dream really is just an uplifting vision for internal consumption then it should of course be praised. But its secrecy and periodic posturing still leave too much room for doubt. Patriotism can be good, but too often proves to be just a small step from nationalism. China’s leaders may feel in control now, but inflamed passions have a habit of taking on a life of their own.

