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i Notleast, the speed at which

¢ Chinahas caughtup with the

i developed West in the areas of

: science and technology, finance
¢ andentrepreneurship hasbeen

¢ astonishing. Thave little toadd to

As the country marks its 70th
anniversary, it should celebrate
aremarkable but less noted
achievement that predates 1949

Wang Gungwu

For The Straits Times

WhenMao Zedong's Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) won
the civilwar in 1949, the country
was in ruins.

That was not because of the bitter :
fighting on the battlefield, but more :

the outcome of nationalist China’s
runaway inflation and economic
collapse. But to the surprise of
many, the new regime quickly
contained the damage and started
arecovery that raised people’s
hopes and inspired a whole
generation for at least a decade.

Perhaps more surprising was
Mao’slaunch of the Great Leap
Forward, which sought to leapfrog
alleconomic knowledge and bring
the industrial revolution to every
village in a matter of years.

After that, the world was
subjected to even greater disbelief.
Irefer to his Cultural Revolution
that roused millions of youthinto
helpinghim remove the CCP’s
senior leadership.

The result was that China was left
with a stagnant economy, a
hollowed-out authority structure
and the displacement ofall social
relations.

Incredibly,Mao had,
single-handedly, turned his own
unexpectedvictory intoan
extraordinary unravelling of all the
pillars of good governance.

In one generation, he had taken
the country from apromising start

happenedin the first 30 years.

Agreat deal has been written
about the sad end to the CCP’s
initial triumph and the remarkable
success of Deng Xiaoping's efforts
torebuild on the foundations of the
first post-1949 decade.

The highlights are obviously how
his reforms took some 800 million
people out of poverty and
expanded anew middle class.

¢ thelonglistof achievements.

Butthere is one feature that

deserves more attention. Irefer to
¢ the second round of relearning
¢ after1949.

We all know that, during the first

¢ 30years, most of the best minds in
¢ the country spent decades

¢ unlearningeverything that they

¢ hadstudiedand known. Thereare :
: noestimates of what waslostwhen :
¢ these minds were forced tosoakin
i therhetoricofSovietism.

: LEARNING AS CULTURAL

: PHENOMENON

: However, for the yearsafter 1978,
¢ we have afuller record of the

: reversal ofthat relearning after

Mao’s death.

Indeed, it was extraordinaryhow :
: much the Chinese have beenable to :
¢ unlearnand then catchup withthe
¢ newknowledge now made :
¢ available.So many people were able :
¢ tounload their burdens of :
¢ quotation-slogansand start afresh
: tomaster whatever they could.

Here, I want to focus on Chinese

¢ learningasa cultural phenomenon. :
¢ Itissomething that happenednot !
¢ only during the past 70 years, but
¢ also the 80 years before 1949.

Newlearning from the West

¢ started slowly. It picked up speed

: after the 1911 Revolution and,

¢ although disrupted again and again
¢ until the 1980s, has accelerated

: eversinceateverylevel of society.

This desire tolearn had begun

¢ with the call for “wealth and

¢ power” after the Second Opium

: Warand the defeat of the Taiping

¢ Rebellion. The leaders affirmed

¢ that there was nothing wrong with
i China’s heritage of wisdom; all that
: was needed was yangwu, or

: Westernlearning. :
i Ofprimaryinterest were subjects :
¢ suchasscience and technology,

¢ and military and capitalist

¢ industries. The target was to gain

i thestrength to fend off the foreign
to the edge of self-destruction. That :
i empire’s coastal regions.

invaders who dominated the

All that came crashing down

¢ whenthe Japanese sank the

: Chinese navy in1894. For the next

: decadeandahalf, there was agreat
¢ deal of rethinking about what and

i how tolearn; unfortunately, the :
: effortstounlearn and relearn came :
: toolate, and the Qing dynasty fell.

The next stage took off at great

¢ speed. That generation was

: desperate tosave the country from
¢ division by warlords or from being
i carved up by foreigninterests.

i Theysentstudents toJapanandthe :
i United States to learn just about
¢ everything they could.

It was recognised that catching

¢ upwould take long years of

: learning. But the 30 years of civil

: wars, followed by the Japanese

i invasion, had ensured that

: resources were limited and, except
i forabrilliant few, little of the

¢ highest standards oflearning could
¢ beachieved.

These few did make a difference,
butnothing could save the

¢ Kuomintang regime. Learning from :
i theadvancedliberal capitalist West :
! notonly came to a abrupt haltafter
: 1949, but alsoresulted in decadesof :
; painfulunlearning.

: SOVIET AND MAO YEARS
i Mao’s China then turned to another :
: West, the Soviet Union inspired by
: Marxand Lenin, that called fora

* newlanguage and an alien

: internationalist worldview.

Dissatisfied with that model after

i Stalin’s death, Mao chose to bring
¢ Chinainto his own “black hole” of
¢ continuous revolution, in which
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¢ everything from every part of the
i Westandalso Chinese tradition
. wasrejected.

For two decades, no Chinese

: could be sure what he should learn
¢ tofulfilMao’s dream, excepttoread :
: snippets of Mao Thought.
i Itiswiththisbackgroundinmind :
: that the flurry of frantic learning

: after1978 can best be appreciated.

The release of pent-up energy

: was accompanied by a nationwide
: willingness tolearn everythingas
i quicklyas possible. Also, although
: there were clear priorities about

: which fields of learning should be
i mastered first, everything didseem :
¢ and the Chinese willnever have to
¢ unlearnand relearn again.

tomean everything.
I'witnessed the beginnings of

i these changes in the 1980s with

amazement. Comparing the

: inthe1980s and1990s, the pace of

transformation was breathtaking.

{ DENG'SHOPES

: What was truly unbelievable was

i Deng’s confidence that the

: students whom he agreed to send
i abroad would advance

¢ China’s development programme,
i nomatter what they did.

ST ILLUSTRATION: CEL GULAPA

Istillrecall, when asked if he

¢ knew thatmany of the brightest
¢ studying at the best universities

i would not return after obtaining
. their qualifications, he quietly

replied thataslongas some came

¢ back, China would prosper.

China has come along way in the

¢ past two decades. More of the best
i arereturningand the resources

! made available to those who come

i back canbe exceptionally

: generous.And the advancesin

i China’suniversities and academies
: arespectacular.

What remains to be seen is
whether the learning will continue,

This seems to me the most

i remarkable development that
¢ pathetic conditionsof the country’s !
¢ universitiesin 1973 with what I saw

everyone could celebrate on the

i country’s70thbirthday.
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