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In just a few recent decades, China has emerged as a dominant economic power in the world. This success is due to the outlook, mentality, pragmatism and adaptability of the Chinese people, bolstered by their magnificent civilisation.

 

I was posted in China during its historic period 1976-79 when Mao tse-tung was still alive, and when the power struggle began after his death, leading to a new direction for the country. Attempting to learn the spoken Chinese language and getting absorbed in their exquisite culture and literature, I came to admire the Chinese people.

 

It was a time when China embarked on an ambitious course of “four modernisations” i.e. of agriculture, industry, defence and science and technology. In one of my despatches, I stressed that the new direction “would make China tremendously powerful with a far-reaching impact on world politics and economics.” This has now actually come about.

 

The means by which the new goals were to be achieved were far different from those stressed by Mao. He had advocated self-reliance and economic independence. In just a few months after his death, China adopted a policy of learning as much as possible from the experience of advanced foreign countries in order to make “foreign things serve China”. The official People’s Daily of November 3, 1978 stated: “Socialist modernisation is achieved by self-reliance. 

 

But this has nothing in common with isolationism, shutting out the world. Neither is it intended to copy or rely on everything foreign. Importing certain techniques and equipment as a supplementary force is in itself an important method to strengthen our power of self-reliance. Of course, we have to pay the price, but we’ll gain more than we lose.”

 

In 1949 China only had a fragmentary coal industry, a small steel industry, a handful of industries left by the Japanese, and some indigenous ones of old vintage. Economic progress occurred haphazardly in the Mao’s era. The new policy after his death required large scale capital imports, which, in turn, required multi-billion dollar financing. 

 

A trade pact of $20 billion was concluded with Japan. Some enterprising Banks such as S G Warburg, Lloyds plus Roll’s, Banque Bruxelles Lambert, Commerzbank A G and Dresdner negotiated huge financing arrangements for China’s new economic projects, thus displaying much foresight.

 

More important than financing arrangements was the question of technological absorption. For this, the educational system of the early Communist era became the basis for success. Right from the admirable nurseries for 3-4 year olds (one of which my son joined), to secondary and higher education, a salutary pattern was inculcated. 

 

Gymnastics and sports for small girls as well as boys were promoted. In 1978, the leadership decided to send thousands of students to study in Western countries. Educational and scientific exchanges were stepped up. Large numbers of foreign experts were invited for their knowledge and expertise. Deng Hsiao-ping’s maxim was: it does not matter whether a cat is black or white so long as it catches mice.

 

Taking a longer term perspective, it can be maintained that, despite his many excesses and purges, Mao uplifted the hundreds of millions of the Chinese people with precepts and practices that enabled both centralism and discipline as well as “personal ease of mind and liveliness”. 

 

In a speech on February 27, 1957 he expounded on the policy “Let a hundred flowers blossom, let a hundred schools of thought contend” as a means of promoting the arts and sciences and a flourishing culture. This is described on pages 408 to 414 of volume V of his Selected Works, Foreign Languages Press, Peking, 1977.

 

The revolutionary fervour of Mao was well counterbalanced by the efficacy and practical genius of Chou En-lai. It was he who built up the whole organisational structure.

 

No nation can rise and progress without the participation and emancipation of women. Independent China bestowed dignity, self-respect and equality to all women. This is one of the reasons of its success. Relationship between men and women in China is healthy and salutary – very much unlike the despicable one prevailing in Pakistan. The basis for a special place in Chinese society for women is evident in their eternal literary masterpieces such as The Dream of the Red Mansion and the four volume classic Chin P’in Mei (The Golden Lotus).

 

Another facet worth mentioning is the foray by the Chinese into western classical music. Ancient Chinese classical opera itself is exquisite and grand. Though discouraged during the Mao era, it has been resurrected to China’s credit. But the adoption of western classical music on a large scale in Chinese conservatories has led to the emergence of a huge number of world renowned artists such as the cellist Yo Yo Ma and the pianist Lang Lang. The Chinese mental pattern is particularly conducive to the harmonic structure of western classical music. This is in sharp contrast to the mental pattern of South Asians.

 

Though spectacular now, China’s progress since 1949 was not even or without turbulence. Yet, the direction set by its leaders and the basis laid down by its luminaries were sound. China’s meteoric rise at present must be attributed to the weltanschauung of its people, their resilience, acumen and down-to-earth outlook. 

 

We in Pakistan can learn a lot from their thought, experience and example. But first we must shed our extremist ideological baggage and strait-jacket.
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