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It isnot quitetruethat Chinaisregecting western values such as democr acy.
Rather, it isfighting over them

ON JULY 19th the graduates of one of China s leading business schools settled down
in their academic finery to ligen to afarewd| address by Qin Xiao, the chairman of a
state-owned bank. They little expected whet they were about to hear. Indeed of
rdlying them to further the cause of Chind's sodidist modernisation, Mr Qin urged
them to ress the lure of worldly things and to pursue “universa vaues’ such as
freedom and democrecy.

Mr Qin's speech to an audience of 2,000 people in Tanghua Universty’ s Sports centre
fanned the flames of an ideologicd debete that has been smouldering in Chinafor the
pest two years. A philosophica question of whether universal vaues exi has turned
into apolitica fight, dividing schalars, the mediaand even, some andyds bdlieve,
China sleaders. The schigmislikely to become more gpparent as the Communist

Party prepares for aswesping change of leadership in 2012. Liberaswill try to goad
incoming leedersinto making thar views desr.

Mr Qin, who retired on September 21 after nine years as chairman of China
Merchants, the country’ s Sixthlargest bank, said recognition of universal valueswas a
the heart of big issuesfading China s deve opment, from urbanisation to the provision
of public services and the ownerdhip of date assats “Universd valuestdl usthat
government serves the people, that assets beong to the public and that urbanisation is
for the soke of people's happiness” he said. Supporters of the “Chinamodd”, he
added, bdlieve the opposite: that people should obey the government, the state should
control assets and the interests of individuals are subordinete to those of loca

deve opment.

The term “universd values’, or pushi jiazhi, isanew onein Chinese political debate—
urprising given that concepts commonly assodiated with it, such as freedom,
democracy and human rights, have been bickered over incessantly for 30 years Many
Chinese schalars think the debete redlly took off in 2008 efter an earthquakein
Sichuan province thet killed around 80,000 people. Ten days &fter the dissdter, a
liberd newspgper in the southern province of Guangdong, Southern Weekend,
published an editorid that praised the government’ s swift reponse. It sad it hed



“honoured its commitments to its own people and to the whole world with respect to
universd vaues'.

That sngle mention of the term was enough to enrage hardliners. A flurry of
commentary gppeared in Bejing newspapers and on consarvaive webgtes atacking
theideaof universd vaues asaWestern plot to undermine party rule. Chinawas
preparing to hogt the Olympicsin Augugt 2008 with the dogan, “one world, one
dream”. But consarvaives feared that embracing universal vaues would mean
acknowledging the superiority of the Wedt' s palitica sysems. In September, fter the
games, the party’s own mouthpiece, the People s Daily, waighed in. A 9gned aticle
accused supporters of universal vaues of trying to westernise Chinaand tumnit into a
|aissez-faire economy thet would no longer uphald “soadism with Chinese
Characteridics’.

The debate picked up in December 2008 when hundreds of liberd intdlectuds and
out-and-out dissdents sgned ameanifesto in support of universa vaues, known as
Charter 08. Chinafaced achoice, it said, of maintaining its authoritarian sysem or
“recognisng universal vaues, joining the maingtream of dvilisation and setting up a
democracy”. Thiswas asep too far for the party leadership. Recently, Chinese
offidas have been issuing warnings about diplometic trouble if the Nobd Peace Prize,
due to be announced on October 8th, goesto the charter’ s organiser, Liu Xiaobo. Mr
Liu, whoisthe bookies favourite to win the awvard, is sarving an 11-year jal term for
hisrole. On Sgptember 28th, a Chinese foragn-ministry spokesvoman sad hisacts
were " completely contrary to the agpirations of the Nobd Peace Prize'.

Chind s strong economic performance during the globd finandd crisshesbeena
morale booder to consavaives In aveled demondration that Chinahasitsown
vaues, the authoritiesin Beijing thisweek saged the capitd’ sfird large-scde
cdebrations of Confudus s hirthday (his 2,561<) ance Communigt Party rule began.
Consavaiveslike to contrast whet they see as a Confudian stress on sodid harmony
and mord rectitude with the West' s emphags on individud rights.

But therivd camps are dill a daggers drawn. Liberds see the prime miniter, Wen
Jabao, asachampion of universd vaues. In November 2008 an article posted on
Guangdong newspaper webstes named both Mr Wen and President Hu Jntao as
supporters of the notion. Nather man has usad the term pushi jiazhi publidy, but the
liberds casefor Mr Wen, a lead, isasrong one. Hewrotein 2007 thet “ science,
democracy, rule of law, freedom and human rights are nat unique to capitaism, but are
vaues commonly pursued by mankind over along period of higory.” An gpped by
Mr Wenin late August for palitica reform has prompted adew of veled responsesin
the conservative media, cadtigating Wesern syle democrecy.



Consarvatives dam support from the party’ s publicity department, which controlsthe
mediain Bejing. They were encouraged by agpeech on September 1 by Vice
Presdent Xi Jnping, who isdl but certain to take over from Mr Hu as party chief in
2012 and as president a year later. Mr Xi’'s gpeech was peppered with references to
vaues, but did not come dose to suggesting that any were universal. He dited the
examples of severd ordinary party memberswho, by devoting themsdvesto its
interests, had answered “the basic question of what the main goals and highest vaues
aefor acommunis”. A Chinese scholar with dosetiesto consarvative offidds says
there are divisons among top leaders over univerdity.

They have certainly vadllated. The government’ sfirgt white pgper on democracy in
Ching, in 2005, began: “Democracy isan outcome of the development of palitical
dvilisation of mankind. It isaso the common desre of peopledl over theworld’. A
drafter says he now believes those words were “ingppropriate’.



