Pilgrim Place, Wednesday, June 10, 2008, 11 a.m., Decker Hall

“China and Ourselves in 2008:  Economics, Ecology,  Ecumene, and the eroding                                                                American Empire”                                                                Franklin J. Woo                            
Dear Friends:

     Many thanks for inviting me to speak again on China, a fascinating and fast-changing subject that has engaged my active thinking for almost half a century.  China is an important focus not just for me, but for all of us.  Because it is the only contender on the world scene that appears to be capable of challenging the jealously-guarded superpower status of the U.S.A.  As least, this how the Pentagon and many in the American government as well citizens perceive it.  So, we are not looking at China in isolation of the rest of the world, as if only in cultural and area study.  In our globalized world of interconnectedness and interdependence, it is imperative that we look at any country in its largest holistic context as possible.  U.S.-China relations can very well be the defining relation, a virtual window into the emerging world of the 21st century.
   My talk today is on the China and Ourselves in 2008 (actually as of June 11th to be exact), because of the moving target nature of China).  Perhaps it will be helpful if I tell you what three of my assumptions (reinforced by U.S.-China interaction) are before I proceed further:

1.  Chalmers Johnson, the once conservative China scholar turned Japan scholar in his trilogy, Blowback (2000), The Sorrows of Empire (2004), and Nemesis (2006) has given us most helpful critique of our U.S. foreign policy.  I fully agree with him in saying that world wars are caused by the dominant powers’ inability to adjust to the rise of other nations, such as Germany, Russia, and Japan during WW I and II.  In our time, the rising powers are China, India, and many others hitherto “poor” countries.
 2.  Our U.S. gaining dominance militarily, politically, and economically after WW II and the Cold War has left us still in the Cold War mindset, and our inability to liberate ourselves from this mentality of fear and false security is because of the tremendous military might we have amassed since the mid-1940s.

 3.   All Americans of goodwill in what I called the ecumene including us Christians, must address the military culture of U.S. society, which is an entrenchment of the military-industrial-academia-government complex.
Now I will speak about the three “E’s”: economics, ecology, and ecumene (which in this talk includes all people of good will and religions, including Christians worldwide).  An  important fourth “E” for empire, the American Empire, that is fast eroding economically, politically, but not militarily is of central importance in this context.
The last time I spoke here at Pilgrim Place was May 8, 2002.  So much has happened since then that I’m sure you have much in mind and heart.  Therefore, I will try to leave room for discussion:

     The devastating Sichuan earthquake of May 12th with 68,000 estimated deaths, 200,000 missing, 375,000 injured (50,000 permanently disabled) with TV. and news images left a poignantly deep impression on us.  The severity of this natural disaster overshadows everything, almost completely obliterating all the protests and insults hurled at the Olympics torch bearers along its world tour by Free Tibet advocates, Dafur activists, and human rights groups just two months ago.  People of note, namely Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi (as if she didn’t have anything better to do) and Hollywood celebrities Richard Gere, Mia Farrow, and Steven Spielberg also got into the act.  Also, from Sept. last year to early this year there were massive complaints and recalls of tainted dog, cat, and other food, toothpastes, and leaded toys. 

       On this last point many people do not seem to realize that it is primarily American companies that are making millions and billions in China, not only through its unlimited supply of cheap labor, but also these companies cutting corners in health and safety standards simply because they can get away with, due to China’s lack of watchdog agencies and effective mechanisms of quality control.  These American companies and others are also exporting their pollution to China.
1. Economics
In the last thirty years China has fully embraced the global capitalist economy.  It has amassed $1.4 trillion of surplus wealth.  China (and India as well) has been able to bring hundreds of millions of its people out of abject poverty. Together, China and India have millions equivalent to the population of the U.S.A. doing better.  No small undertaking, for which people of good will ought to rejoice.  However, with 4/5 of its population  poor and isolated, China still has a long ways yet to go.  

Furthermore,  since more people are eating better with more intake of protein (which requires grain to produce), the prices of grain and other foods are skyrocketing in the world, to the point of a world food crisis.  Many countries are in process of leashing or buying land from other countries just to grow more food:  China has looked into Tanzania, Mozambique, Laos, Kazakhstan, and Brazil.  India has its eyes on Uruguay and Paraguay.  S. Korea is looking into Siberia and Sudan.  Libya and Egypt are negotiating with the Ukraine to leash land.
Instead of investing in building China’s much needed institutions of education, health care, social welfare, and the necessary safety nets for its population (especially the aging), the government has spent billions in the infrastructures of modernity in  roads and highways, huge airports and seaports, luxury hotels, theme parks and golf courses, and sports arena, especially for the coming Summer Olympics.  The government is determined to keep China as the factory of world, supplying all of us with affordable consumer merchandise with its unlimited supply of young workers, mostly women.  (It is reported any unskilled person over the age of 30 may be considered by employers too obsolete as a productive worker.)

In addition China has invested hundred of billions in U.S. treasury bonds and other securities, and still has hundreds of billions more to invest, possibly in euros, since the dollar has been declining.  Both the Chinese yuan and U.S. dollar are interwined.  If one falls, the other is affected.

       In contrast to China’s $1.4 trillion in surplus wealth, the United States today is the greatest debtor nation in the world.  According to recent figures released by the treasury department the U.S. debt has reached 9 trillion.  It was 5.7 trillion when George W. Bush took over as president.  It has gone up by 45%, largely because of the Iraq and Afghanistan wars and wastage, and most likely corruption by unaudited U.S. service companies and the American installed Iraqi government.

Authors Bill Bonner and Addison Wiggin expressed it so well in their book, Empire of Debt: The Rise of an Epic Financial Crisis (John Wiley and Sons, Inc. 2006).
    Watching the news these days is a bit like watching a bad opera.  You can tell from all the shrieking that something very important is supposed to be happening, but you don’t quite know what it is.  What you’re missing is the plot.  Let us begin by noticing that this is a comic opera that seems as though it might veer into tragedy any moment. The characters on stage are familiar to us—consumers, economists, politicians, investors, and businessmen.  They are the same hustlers, clowns, rubes, and dumbbells that we always see before us.  But in today’s performance they are doing something extraordinary, they are the richest people on the planet, but they have come to rely on the savings of the poorest people just to pay their bills.  They routinely spend more than they make—and think they can continue doing so indefinitely.  They go deeper and deeper into debt, believing they will never have to settle up.  They buy houses and then mortgage them out—room by room, until they have nothing left.  They invade foreign countries in the  belief that they are spreading freedom and democracy, and depend on lending from Communist China to pay for it (pp. 2-3).  
When we owe so much money to China, Japan, Germany, and the OPEC countries, it is difficult to expect others to follow our dictates.  Furthermore, if any of these countries to which we owe money is determined, it can do our economy much damage.  But then, because of the economic linkage, anyone of them doing so, can also hurt themselves.
The figures of China’s work force seems unlimted and staggering:  Take one province
Guangzhou  with population of  90 million, with 18 million in the work force.  This already outnumbers the U.S.A. with only 14 million.  But then, Guangdong is only one
of 22 provinces in China, not to mention five autonomous regions and their population.  In the last quarter of a century China and India combined have added to the global work force global close to a billion new workers, affecting a tectonic shift in balance.  If China is the “factory of the world,” India is its “back office” where you can find an army of troubleshooters to answer all your computer problems (either with British or American accent).  Any white-collar job like accounting or the issuing of invoices, insurance claims, etc. that can be done electronically will inevitably be “offshored” to eager and willing English-speaking technicians in India where it can be done efficiently and more economically.  (Robyn Meredith, The Elephant and the Dragon:  The Rise of India and China and What It Means for All of Us.  W. W. Norton paperback, 2008).
     China is not just producing cheap and unsophisticated merchandises like artificial Christmas trees, toys, cigarette lighters, and buttons that nobody else is interested in manufacturing.  Hi tech such as the I-pod, with chips from Britain. A Taiwan company does the manufacturing in China using Chinese laborers, and many subcontractors, making different parts of the product.  China has hundreds of thousands of subcontractor making different parts of a final product with parts coming from all over the world.  These are put together in one assembly plant in a special economic zone, packaged, stored, and ready for shipment to all parts of the world.  No longer is the assembly line like the old Henry Ford auto industry where one company made all the parts.  This atomization of the supply chain also shows the interdependence, cooperation, coordination in the economic world (from which the ecumene has much to learn).  Very soon, we in the U.S. will be importing inexpensive cars from China.

2.  Ecology

Speaking of cars, we go into our second “E,” which is ecology.  Since 1994 China has allowed the purchase of automobiles for private use.  In Beijing alone, approximately 1,000 new cars appear on its road every day.  Just a glance at the two leading countries of  oil consumption is sobering:

China                          1997            2007            2020          2030      U.S.A. 21 (3x) (2007)
Million barrels/day        4.2              7.8                12            16              13 imported
In 2007 the U.S.A. consumed 21 million barrels per day, 3x as much as the PRC, with

13 million barrels of that sum imported.
At $138 per barrel of crude, these figures amount to a large sum, to say nothing of approaching depletion of earth’s resources.   
Michael T. Klare in his The New Geopolitics of Energy says that China and the U.S. must coordinate their oil consumption to avoid confrontation.  The U.S. Navy patrols and controls the sea lanes where oil shipments go through.  The likelihood of confrontation is potentially high.  Any confrontation will drive China into a coalition with America’s enemies such as Iran, Sudan, and Venazuela, where China obtains much of its needed oil.

At the moment the U.S. Industrial Energy Commission (IEC) only works with “democracies” and nations with “human rights norms.”  It needs to bring China, says Klare, into the conversation and cooperative effort in exploring renewable energy.

Also, the increase of goal generators of energy to move the engines of modernization and economic growth, has made China today the number one emitter of CO2 into the atmosphere, outdistancing the U.S.A.

In his recent visits to Washington, D.C. and the University of Michigan, the Dalai Lama spoke (not about Tibetan freedom), but about planet earth, our common home, and the fact that we are all human beings, breathing the same air and sharing a common destiny.  The world does not need more Buddhists, he added, but more compassionate people.  

Lester R. Brown of the Earth Policy Institute has provided a very useful Plan B 3.0  Mobilizing to Save Civilization (W.W. Norton, 2008) in which he offers concrete and do-able solutions to begin to overturn the threat of Global Warming and the ecological crises of our time.

In the meantime, the top priority of China is still modernization and economic growth unabated, although the PRC is not unaware of the environmental and health costs to its people, though these are never calculated into production, as Lester Brown would insist.  For its ambitious modernization program China needs a stable and peaceful environment domestically, regionally, and globally to do so.  In the last two decades China has established good working relations with all 15 of its bordering neighbor countries:  Mongolia, Russia, Korea, Vietnam (with which it fought a war in 1979), Pakistan, Afghanistan, India (border conflicts in 1960), Tajikistan, Kyrgzstan, and Kazakstan (all “stans” countries being fallouts from the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991), Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, and Myanmar (Burma).  

The Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) initiated by Indonesia in 1967, joined by Thailand, Philippines, Malaysia, and Singapore (supported by cold-warriors U.S.A., Britain, and Australia) was at first to guard against Communist China and possible fifth column communist activities among their overseas Chinese populations.  In  1990s, however, China was able to finesse an ASEAN Plus One which included China.  Shortly thereafter, ASEAN Plus One became ASEAN Plus Three, with China bringing in Japan and South Korea.  Consultation and Cooperation and doing things the “ASEAN WAY” is the pledge of these nations.  The ASEAN REGIONAL FORUM is the roundtable where nations come together to collaborative effort in solving common problems, some even to seek joint exploration in disputed waters.  The forum consists of Buddhists, Christians,Muslims, Hindus, and leaders from secular societies—a cooperative multicultural and cosmopolitan entity, truly worth the envy and emulation of other regional and world organizations. 
Furthermore, China has formed the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) with Russia and the “stan” countries of Tajikistan, Kyrgzstan, Kazakstan.  Iran and others having observer status.  The SCO was antiterrorist guarding against Muslim extremists way before 9-11-01.  They are also determined to guard against hegemonic America from dominating the region.

China  has encircled the globe reaching out to the rest of Asia, to Africa, Latin America, the Middle East and even to our northern hemisphere of the Americas in search of energy and raw materials for its progress.  Since 2007 China has been hosting delegations of African leaders, pledging $20 billion to the African continent to build infrastructures such as roads, bridges, dams, irrigation canals, and airports. 
     Because China receives from 60-7% of Sudan’s oil production and provides $10 billion economic and military assistance to its government, this has given the U.S.A. a powerful weapon of China-bashing to fault China in abetting genocide, largely through the U.S. umbrella organization, the “Save Dafur Coalition.” 
 Furthermore, in February 2007, President Bush announced the establishment of an Africa military command, AFRICOM, but no African country has offered to act as host to the U.S. military for fear of becoming a target of terrorist attack.  The U.S. is thinking about Liberia as a possibility, and if that does not work, it will call AFRICOM, a “distributed command” which is “networked” through several countries.  AFRICOM, says the U.S. is not for war but for peace, it is extending the “war on terrorism.” However, a Sept. 2002 New York Times headline says it so well:”In Courting Africa, U.S. likes the Dowry:  Oil.”  Also, historian John Ghazvinian new book is on Untapped:  The Scramble for Africa’s Oil. 
3. Ecumene and Empire

For  this third “E” which is for the Ecumene (all people of good will in the broadest sense),  I will combine Ecumene with the all-important fourth “E” for empire, the American empire.  The central point is that in order to address the problems of our time, we must address the military culture of our country, the largest purveyor of arms and possessor of largest arsenal of weapons of mass destruction in the world.
The Pentagon is always warning against China military modernization, and calling for more submarines, anti-missiles (star war arsenals), and super modern fighter jets to contain China’s military rise.  The Pentagon cannot get out of the cold war box because it is the box.
The military budget of the U.S.A. is larger than all the countries of the world combined:  

Roughly for the year 2008:
481.4 billion for salaries, operations, and equipment (not counting the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq)

An additional 141.7 billion to fight the war on terrorism

93.4 billion to pay for hitherto unmentioned war costs

An allowance of 50 billion to be charged to the 2009 budget, making a total of 766.5 billion.  (The total budget for the PRC with 5x our population is $65 billion.)  This is “morally obscene”   “fiscally unsustainable”  (Chalmers Johnson)

     Two Sundays ago (June 1st ) in the L. A. Times there is in the Opinion section a perceptive piece by Robert Scheer on “Indefensible Spending,” in which he asks why isn’t any of our candidates effectively addressing the issue of U.S. military spending.  Our representatives in government are eager to protect the jobs (military industries) of their constituents.  Joe Lieberman wants (to bomb Iran among other things) more submarines built to counteract those that China is purchasing from Russia.  He is the senator of Connecticut where submarines are built.
F-22 Raptor  latest super modern jet fighter in the world
Faster than the speed of sound, “first look,” and “first kill”
“High survivability” and “high lethality”
Produced by Lockheed Martin, where much of California is involved in the war industry.
Too sophisticated for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, but we need them, says the Pentagon, for future “peer conflict,” meaning Russia and/or China.

The cost of a squadron of F-22 will cost approximately $65 billion, the total military budget of the People’s Republic of China.
     When Secretary of Defense Robert Gates went on his February 2008 visit to Asia and the Pacific, the U.S. Navy (pre-announced) quite dramatically shot away an obsolete spy satellite in the Pacific.  In courting Indonesia, Japan, India, and Australia, this is a clear signal that the U.S., though occupied in Afghanistan and Iraq, still wants to be considered an actor (if not in control) of the Asia-Pacific region.  It is also an answer to China’s secretly shooting an obsolete weather satellite last year in January 2007.  In seeking closer security ties with Asian and Pacific countries, says Gates, we do not have any target country in mind.”  The U.S. wants “full spectrum dominance” not only of land, sea, and air, but outer space as well, it is addicted to cold war “containment” of China.
Joe Volk, executive secretary for the Friends Committee on National Legislation(FCNL – of the Quakers) are urging us to contribute our July tax rebate to their work of overturning our military culture where 43% of our tax dollars is spent in supporting more than 700 military bases in 139 countries with more than a quarter million military personel (nd 26,000 serving on navy vessels).  Add to the bases the civilian personnel, making a total of more than half a million U.S. citizens overseas at all times.  Agreeing with Chalmers Johnson, the U.S.A. is truly 1. The Overstretched in military personnel throughout the world.   2. Experiencing Economic contradictions at home, and 3. Inability to adjust (to the rise of other nations).
      Fareed Zacharia of Newsweek in his book A Post-American World (2008) is a scathing critique of the U.S.A. as being complacent, lazy and arrogant, living in its own imagined world, while the rest of the world passes us by.  Furthermore, he claims that our schools are not adequately preparing the young to compete in today’s world, and our government is dysfunctional, bought by corporate money and is good only at fundraising,  not governance.  As urged by Robert Scheer, it is imperative that we challenge the military culture of our nation.
       The Friends Committee wants to lobby Congress to support “Diplomacy, Development assistance, and International organizations that can prevent war.”  Whether this can be done in light of the entrenched lobbying of the military-industrial-academia-government complex is questionable.  Even our manufacturing industries are 83% military-related, so that creativity in research and development have to siphoned off towards preparing for future wars.  Someone has said it so well with regard to the urgent need but inability for diplomacy and sustained sharing with the poorer nations of the world, “if all you have left in your tool box is a hammer, you will always be looking for nails.”

       We have mentioned that China through the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) has been able to distance itself from U.S. hegemony.

In a 2007 visit of African leaders to China, these leaders said to their Chinese hosts that “Africa must learn from China and your success.”

In our own hemisphere of the Americas

Venazuela under Hugo Chavez is anti-Washington

Ecuador President Rafel Correa is a Harvard graduate, is an ally of Chavez.  Ecuador will

not renewed the U.S. air base in Manta after the expiration of the lease in 2009. The U.S. is looking into friendly Colombia or Peru as possibility.  

Argentina – President Cristina Fernandez is close to Venazuela, but wants ties with U.S.
Paraquay now has President Fernando Lugo, who is an ex Catholic bishop and a liberation theologian who wants to work for the poor and distance itself from U.S.

Both Argentina and Uruguay decided that they will no longer send their soldiers to be trained by the School of the Americas (SOA) to control their people.

Parag Khanna, senior research fellow in the American Strategy Program of the New America Foundation, in his book The Second World:Empires and Influence in the New Global Order (Random House, 2008) sees in today’s world, the three domains of influence as 1) U.S.A., 2) EU and 3) China
      The Second World (countries in Africa, L. America, and elsewhere) sees China as an example of modernization without having to embrace liberal democracy, American style.  These countries also see Lee Kuan Yew of no-nonsense Singapore as their hero model of strong governance through central authority.
If we are Christians, worthy to be blessed by God and called God’s children, then we’d better be peacemakers.
      In the sixth century BCE, the Jews were taken into captivity by their Babylonian conquerors under King Nebuchadnezzar into Babylon.  The prophet Jeremiah stayed behind in Judea and wrote a letter to the exiled Israelites in the name of the Lord, who urged them carry on with their lives in building houses, plant gardens, marry and have children, and in turn give their children in marriage.  In short, to carry on the Hebrew tradition of doing justly, loving mercy and walking humbly with God, and not to forget to “seek the welfare of the city where God has sent you into exile, and to pray to the Lord on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”

       In this age of terror, war, and nuclear threat, not to mention natural disasters (with the big one still to come for us in California), greatly exacerbated by Global warming, no place in the world is really safe.  Like the Israelites of old, we too are exiles, even in our own country.  We need not only to heed the word of Jeremiah in praying (and working) for the welfare of any one place, but to extend that god-given task globally, ecologically, and cosmically to include the entire planet earth and all its inhabitants so that all can live and grow.  For it is in the welfare of all, without exception, that we too will find our own.

       In another two months China will be hosting the Summer Olympics.  It will be China’s day of international glory and coming out party, after a century of domination and humiliation by Western and Japanese imperialism, and half a century of doctrinaire communist rule.  All Chinese (barring none), whether in China or anywhere else in the world, take pride in the fact  that China at last is assuming its place in the world scene.   May that role be a responsible one.  
        Again, quoting John King Fairbank, who wrote pessimistically about China joining the rest of the world, just in time for its collapse, in a more sober moment adds, A few observers, less pessimistic, believe that in the end only a survival capacity like that exhibited by the Chinese for three millennia can save us.
         In assuming its responsible role in the world, perhaps China can again be the Zhong Guo (中國), the Middle Kingdom, or Center of Culture, Humaneness, and Humanity, that guided the Chinese tradition (as well as that of Korea, Japan, and Vietnam) for at least 700 years, represented by this scroll couplet in front of you: Xian tian xia zhi you er you; hou tian xia zhi le er le,  先天下之憂而憂; 後天下之樂而樂.  Freely translated, concerned people in the ecumene are  “the first to worry about the problems of the world; and the last to enjoy its benefits.”    Thank you for your kind attention.  We are open for discussion.
Sheldon S. Wolin, professor emeritus in Political theory at Princeton

Democracy Incorporated:  Managed Democracy, the Skepter of Inverted Totallitarianism.  By listening and mouthing the lies of the White House, the representives government have led the American people out of fear into a totalitarian state without coercion.
“Body of War” documentary film about Iraq disabled veteran, Tomas Young, brother Nathan with wife and child, on third tour of duty in Iraq.  Paralyzed from the nipples down.  Congress simply mouthing the alarming words of the White House, the “smoking gun in the form of a mushroom cloud” leading us into the quagmire of Iraq.  Produced by Phil Donahue and Ellen Spiro, interviewed by Bill Moyers in his Journal. 
Discussion:
The churches in China (both Catholic and Protestant) seem to be doing well.  The Amity Press has successfully printed 6 million copies of bibles.  The Protestant Church (China Christian Council) has new leadership, many less than 50 years of age, and rice-roots Christians are emphazing the meaning of being Chinese, potentiated by Christian faith.  

Within the last three decades there has arisen a “Third Force” of Christians (mainly Protestant evangelicals) who came (many late in life) to Christianity largely through bible study groups in the universities overseas (in America) or within China.  They neither relate to churches of the China Christian Council and Three Self Movement, nor the “unregistered” churches.  These are intellectuals concerned about how Christian faith can effect a better future China.  They tend to be doctrinaire evangelical in theology, but also many are critical thinkers.  Perhaps this is where the open-ended, multi-perspectival nature of process thinking can provide intellectuals in China with the invaluable philosophical tool to reinterpret and reappropriate the values of classical Chinese cultural traditions, providing Chinese intellectuals with the much-needed symbolic resources, that can contribute to exploration for a better China and world.  John B. Cobb, Jr. and the China Project of the Center of Process Studies have been remarkably instrumental in establishing eighteen (18) centers of interest in process thinking in China since 2002.  However, any intellectual post-modern reconstruction work is difficult and takes time.  Time is precisely what we may not have in light of the impending multiple threats of our time.  But then, what other alternative do we have that can substitute for the very “word of life” that people in the ecumene can bring?  Without vision for a better tomorrow, all people will indeed perish.
After the election of Nationalist Party Ma Ying jiu as president, Taiwan seems to be much less of a tinder box, as when Chen Shui-bian of the Democratic Progressive Party (with an independent Taiwan as platform) was such.   A declared (de jure) Taiwan would easily sparked off a missile confrontation from China, for which territorial integrity is a deeply entrenched emotional issue.  Now that Chen is out of office, Ma seems more conciliatory towards the Mainland and is open for negotiation, though he promised during his campaign that he will protect the integrity of Taiwan as a de facto autonomous entity.  The U.S. State Dept. which sees Chen as a “loose cannon,” is relieved, for fear of being drawn into war along with Japan

in honoring their pledge to defend Taiwan.

With regard to the exhaustibility of earth’s petroleum, China and India and many other countries are all in the same boat with the U.S.A. and other large consumers who hitherto enjoyed the lion’s share.  We will all sink or survive but whatever the future, we will all be in it together.
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