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China is

forging
Its own
path.
Will
others
follow?

China has the means and reasons
to distance itselffrom the
Western-led capitalist system. But
global leadership calls for more _
than spreading its largesse around. i

: theworldapprove of China’s

: REASONS FOR TURNING INWARD

China clearlyhasa choice to turn
: inwardagain without the fear of
: being defeated again by foreign

i powers,givenitsmilitary prowess.

: Neither does it need to worry about
: stagnation - it haslearnt enough

i during the four decades of reform

: andopeningup about

: development, foreign trade and

: technologicalinnovations.

But the possibility of China

i turninginward has other reasons.
i Externally, the Communist

: Party-ruledstate now facesamuch
: deterioratedinternational

: environment. The trade warand

: technological decoupling pursued
: bythe United States, plusthe

i revamping of global supply chains
: following the Covid-19 pandemic,
i have seriouslyreduced the

: opportunities as wellas the benefits :
i ofitsengagement with the outside
: world, while accentuating its

¢ externalvulnerability.

China’s new concept of “dual

circulation”, through whichit
: repositions itselfin the changed

¢ international situation, is

! inherentlyamore inward-looking
i strategy.

Furthermore, Chinaisnotina

position tolead the world despite
: the ambitions ofits leaders. The

¢ alluring picture ofglobal unity

: under China, as painted by some

i Chinesescholars steepedin the

: traditional Sino-centric mindset, is
: unrealistic due toitslack of

: appreciation of the mentality of a

i world shaped by liberal values.

Inthe worldtoday, the necessary

basic prerequisite for leadership is
: approvaland following from
¢ around the world. In other words,

: other countries and people

: elsewhere have toacceptyour

i values, systems, practicesand

: policiesvoluntarily, to the point

i that they consciously emulate and
i learnfromyou.

Now then, let’s lookaround. How
many countries and people around

¢ values? How manyare envious of

Lance Gore

China hasalwaysbeena civilisation
untoits own. Itsisolationatoneend :
ofthe Eurasian continent is
perhaps the reason that it is the
only one ofthe four great ancient
civilisations that have persisted to
this day. The Middle Kingdom
mentalityis deeply embeddedin
the national psyche.

The onslaught of the modern
Western industrial civilisation
shatteredits hithertounquestioned :
sense of superiority. But at the same
time, it has planted in the national
psychethe burning desire for
renewal, resurgence and regaining
its past grandeur.

After 180 years of struggle (since
the first Opium War) to catchup,
the civilisational nation s finally in
apositionto stand its own ground,
reassert its own identity, and exert
its own influence on the world
again. It wants to engage the world
onits own termsinstead of being
forced toatgunpoint - now thatitis
capable of playing the game of
modernisation equally well.

i and crazy about the Chinese
: system? At least for now,any such
: fansareaverysmall minority.

Consider the following

Communist Party of China (CPC)
: tenet: “In the east, west, south,

northand centre, from the party’s

: affairsand the government to the
: military, citizenry andacademia,
: thepartyholdsleadership overall.”

Somethinglike thisaloneis very

: difficult for the rest of the world to
: understand, much lessaccept.

{ When the Communist Party’s

: organisation is forcedupon private
¢ enterprises, foreign corporations,

non-governmental organisations

: and non-profitorganisations, what
i peoplefeelare fearand an

: unpleasant sense of overbearing

: domination.

Thedomineeringapproach to

i governance is hard toswallow for

: therest of the world. It may be well
i suitedto China’s circumstances,

: andprove effectivein getting

: things done in Chinaas the core ofa
: governance model with Chinese

i characteristics. Nevertheless,itcan :
¢ hardlywin the approvaland

: acceptance of the world, atleast for
I now.

Thesame canbesaid of talk of
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¢ “unifying our thoughts, willand

¢ actions”, or “absolute loyalty” toa

i particular person. Tothe rest of the
i world, these feel totally out of place
¢ foramodernised society. Aslong as
i Chinaisunable to comeup witha

i more appealing model, this Asian

: power can hardlybea

i standard-bearer for the world.

THE PATH OF ‘COMMON
: PROSPERITY

: For Chinato build socialism with

i Chinese characteristics, itneeds to
: havesomeindependentspace. It

: needstobedecoupled from the

: capitalist system to some extent, so
i asnottoberestrainedand

: impededbyit.

Through decades of economic

i reformand opening up, China has
i gained much in connecting with

the economy of the capitalist

¢ world, such that its national

i economywasable to free itself

¢ from want and take off

: successfully. However, the process
¢ hasalso caused China to deviate

: from the path of “common

i prosperity”, downplaying socialist
: ideasand injecting a capitalist soul,

Interms of the scale of the

i rich-poor disparity, Chinais

i definitely sliding intoa capitalist

i path.Itis,inthewords of Deng

i Xiaoping, onthe “deviant course”

: ofpolarisation. The trade war and

i technological decoupling moves by
: the US have effectively provided

: the CPCwith the occasion to

i change course.

The numerous demands put

i forthby Americain the trade war,
i especially those pertaining to

i structural reform, are essentially

i asking Chinato giveup on

i socialismandbe completely

: converted to capitalism. China, on
i the other hand, insists on keeping
: itssocialist system, as wellasthe

i policymeansand systemic

: capabilities unique toit. The

i differences between bothsides

i cannotbereconciled.

That China does not give in

¢ shows that the Communist Party

i hasnotforgottenits original

: aspiration. However, not giving in
i means one thing: Chinawill not

: participate in the global economy
: with total abidance by the rules of
: capitalism,and soit will

i necessarilyberesented, rejected

i andpushedaside, Decouplingis

¢ therefore exactlywhere the

¢ generalsituationis heading

i towards.

In order to achieve common

i prosperity, China must retain some
¢ non-market means toregulate

¢ distribution. Should China be

¢ completely converted to

i capitalism, its whole-nation

i systemic capabilities to “do great

¢ things with concentrated power”

¢ would disappear without a trace.

: Thatisexactly what America hopes
¢ toachieve bywaging the trade war
i —toeliminate China’s “unfair
advantages” in competition.

Butwhat are the socialist

i principlesof distribution? How
¢ should China walk the path of
{ common prosperity?

Through four decades of

i economicreformand openingup,
i beingengrossedinjackingup

: economic growth and catchingup
¢ withthe developed countries, the

{ CPChasnot beenable to give such

ssues serious consideration. All
his time, capitalistideasand
ystems were flooding into China,
iminishing the room for socialism
and threatening the legitimacy of
his founding ideology. As people
otused to equating the Western
ystems andapproaches with
modernisation, seeing themas
best practices”, the reformers
were always looking to the West as
heirexample.

Over time, the downside of
apitalism came to erode Chinese
olitics, economy and culture toa
taggering extent. Bigwigs in the
iterary and artistic circles,
moneybags of the commercial
ectors, important government
fficialsand underworld kingpins
rew full of themselves, tossed
money around like it was dirt,and
howed no regard for the common
olk. Casino capitalism has
pawned many undesirable social
rends. A disposition of impatience
nd shallowness was the order of
he day.

The financial crisis that shook

‘or China, such that the Chinese no
onger put their faith in the West
lindly and look to their own road
o development.

But what exactlyis socialism?
How should it be practised? Apart
rom the exhortation to “follow the
arty’s leadership steadfastly” and
focus on developing the
tate-owned economy, hardly any
olid, well-argued idea has been
rticulated so far.

The trade war gave the party the
mpetus toseriously reconsider
his fundamentalissue. The
Covid-19 pandemic came atatime
when Chinawas in the middle of a
trategic shift back to socialist
ommon prosperity. The trade war
reatly heightened Chinese
ationalism and anti-West popular
entiment. The hype in the official
ropaganda of Xi Jinping Thought
nd the tightening of censorship
re creating a separate universe of
iscourse within China, with less
nd less common vocabulary with

ountry.

This closed universe of
iscourse, furnished by the
ocabulary supplied by the
arty-state only, may welllead toa
remature resurrection of the
‘Middle Kingdom mentality”

nd less interest in the outside
world.

HEROAD AHEAD

These two shifts — the policy shift
o common prosperity and the
mentality shift to closed
ationalist discourse - maygoa

ourse. The pandemic offersa
upportive environment for them
o take root. China turning inward
as all the conditions going for it.
But how will it fare in this new
irection?

Even limited decoupling will put
reat pressure on China and cause
t to lose many opportunities and

Asian powerhouse hasalot going
orit too. [thas a sturdy economic

he Westin2008 soundedanalarm :
: Chinese leaders naturally want to

i peddle “the Chinasolutions”and

: become aleading force onthe

: world stage. However, the closed

i “civilisationalmonologue” within

¢ Chinamaylead to their misreading
: of the world.

: accumulation of finances, along

: with comprehensive systems of

i technology, talents, and research
: and development, not to mention
i thelargest market on the planet.

: China boasts the most complete

: range of industries in the world.

: Most of the raw materials it needs
i come from Third World countries,
: andthe Third World will never

: shut China off.

The developed countries of the

i Westare not monolithic,and they
: allneed the enormous Chinese

i consumer market, aswellas

: China’s cooperation in matters of

: globalgovernance. For this, they

: willmaintain exchangeswith

: China. Thus, compared tothe

: Soviet Union, China enjoys agreat
i deal of room for manoeuvre. By

: maintaininga certainlevel of

i independence, it will be able to

: advance orretreat as it desires. But
i problems may arise from one area:
: when China engages the world on

¢ its own terms as part of its national
. rejuvenation or regaining its past

: grandeur.

Ascapitalism and liberal
democracyare miredin problems,

When the current regime

: abandoned Deng Xiaoping’s

: maximabout “keeping alow

: profile, biding our time”, theyalso
: forgot Deng'’s other injunction:

: “Nevertake the lead; it’s a basic

i nationalstrategy.” Thislatter bit
i notonly showsgreater foresight,
: butisalsomore in touch with

: reality. That's because,

: fundamentally speaking,

i “socialismwith Chinese

: characteristics” in itself impliesa
: state of being different from

: others. It entails doing things in

i one’sownway, a scarcity of

i approvaland followers.

Givensuch apremise, even forall

its wealth, Chinais stillshort on
i rallying power. Pouring money
he dominant discourse outside the :

into other countries may not

i necessarily earn their

: appreciation. In fact, to becomea

: benefactor to others without truly
: winning their approval would only
i cultivate ingrates.

Evenifit does take the driver’s

i seat, Chinawillnot be able to lead
mired in self-appreciation with less :
i Historically, China’s destiny has
: always beento solitarily attain

: excellence. Forit to seekalso to

: uplift the world along with itself
: nowwould betotry toohardand
i goagainstits own nature. This

i couldlead to humiliations ofa

: different kind than those in the

i “century of shame” whenit does
ong way in charting China’s future :

wellbecause of its idiosyncrasies.

not work out.
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¢ e Thisisan editedversion ofa
commentary first published in
: thinkchina.sg,an Englishlanguage
i e-magazine by Lianhe Zaobao.
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Employees at
work on solar
photoveltaic
modules at a
factory in
China's Jiangsu
province. As
capitalism and
liberal
democracy are
mired in
problems,
Chinese leaders
naturally want
to peddle “the
China solutions™
and become a
leading force on
the world stage.
However, says
the writer, the
closed
“civilisational
monologue”
within China
may lead to
their misreading
of the world.
PHOTO: AGENCE
FRANCE-PRESSE

. Permission required for reproduction.



