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Chinese and Western Ideas of Harmony and
Their Contribution to World Peace

Sixty-five years ago, at the end of World War iyjef great powers, having shared a
victory over fascism, established a leading rolé¢h@ United Nations. Those powers
were the United States, Russia (then the leadieghet in the U.S.S.R.), China,
France, and the United Kingdom. It was hoped thes¢ powers, working in harmony,
would create a foundation for world peace.

Unfortunately, things did not go as hoped. Rusei the United States became rivals,
each building large allied armies that faced ofingl the border between Western and
Eastern Europe. In 1949, China had its great Consh&evolution, which led at first
to isolation, then to rivalry with the U.S.S.R..féw years later, China and the United
States were at war over Korea. In 1950, Britainegap its empire in India, and in the
1960s, France became embroiled in wars in Algerca\Aetnam, the latter drawing in
the United States and pitting it against a Rusain

Times looked bleak indeed for those looking toaitthe U.S., or Russia, or China, for
a foundation of world peace.

However, in the last thirty years, the world haarged almost as dramatically as it had
after WWII, and we again confront a new balancevofld powers. Russia has now

shed both the frameworks of the Soviet Union amd@Gbmmunist Party, and is seeking
to build a prosperous and peaceful society basd®ussian interests and values. China,
since the adoption of economic reforms under Deiapping, has given its people

greater economic freedom than at any time in itsleno history, and been rewarded
with a surge of economic growth that has made et @inthe world’s largest and fastest-
growing economies. England and France, along vbtbtBer countries in Europe, have
joined in the European Union, creating a continlefrge trade zone and seeking to
overcome Europe’s history of nationalist differencAnd the United States, although
enmeshed in a war against radical Islamic tersgsice 2001, is seeking to work with

Russia and China against this common enemy.

However, perhaps the most important shift in thebgl balance of forces is that the
United States and Europe no longer dominate thddwemonomy as they did in the
mid-20" century.

According to estimates by Angus Maddison, the slwdrglobal GDP produced by
western Europe and the United States has fallen éer one-half in 1950 to just over
one-third by 2003. The GDP of the United Statesckwkivas six times that of China in
1950, is now only about one-third larger than Cisindhe simple divisions of the Cold
War have given way to a truly multi-polar world,tivimany regional associations —
such as the Organization of American States, tten@ai Cooperation Organization,
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the European Union, the African Union, and the Agssmn of Southeast Asian
Nations — all seeking to build regional peace ams$perity.

The Cold War world was dominated by an ideologmahflict between two western
ideas, both of which developed in"™@entury Europe: liberalism and communism.
Liberalism claimed that societies should be orgashito provide as much individual
freedom as possible, consistent with the need tadaviolent conflict. We might use
the example of a city where traffic is regulatedydyy traffic lights. We assume people
will follow the rules and obey the traffic signalst of their own self-interest, to avoid
crashes. Given that belief, we allow people to@mhen and where they choose, and
trust that their common interest in following theles will keep everyone safe.
Communism claimed that individual decision-makingd acompetition, especially in
business, would inevitably lead to a few peopleefiting at the expense of everyone
else, leaving most people worse off. Thus the Conmishudea argued that harmony
required powerful governments to control econonmiel golitical behavior, and to
enforce the equality of conditions. In such a o, would not trust to traffic lights, but
would have police on every major roadway and imtetisn directing traffic, telling
people when and where they can proceed.

The outcome of the competition between these twadsdvas clear by the 1990s: the
people of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe t&jecommunism by popular
actions, while the leadership of China modifiedirtteconomic policies to allow far
more individual decision-making and reduce govemnoentrol of people’s lives. The
reason for this outcome was mainly the superiofoperance of liberal economies. To
be sure, the liberal economies suffered from pariothshes — in times when the rules
governing economic actions had become fuzzy, opleetound ways around them
(such as by accumulating and hiding massive debt®omic actions did not always
produce harmony. These crashes were painful, brdvesy always followed, and
overall the liberal economies grew rapidly overdinfhe communist economies were
more stable, but also more sluggish, so that wvih#éee was growth, the living standards
of communist nations did not keep up with thosthanliberal states.

If we ask why the liberal states succeeded betten@mically, we can answer in one
word — innovation. A steady flow of innovations lgte liberal economies to
continually renew their economies, improving thegriculture and industry, and
creating entirely new areas of wealth productioomf computing and biosciences to
on-line services. Innovations arose much fasterravpeople were free to develop and
pursue their ideas without government interferetizan in nations where governments
maintained tight control over which economic a¢ied and which new ideas were
supported.

Today, whether in China or the United States, insd or in Europe, there is
agreement that progress comes from innovation aoccess in business, and that this is
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best achieved when government sets clear rulegmfmices them fairly, but does not
directly engage in controlling the majority of ecomc activity in society.

Yet behind this agreement, there is still a gresdl f anxiety and debate about the
proper nature and role of government, especiallpang the global economic crash

of 2007-2009. What kinds of rules should governmdat setting? Did the governments
in Europe and America fail? Did China — which wea#d the economic crisis much

better and continues to show the world’s strongesivth — have better policies and
better values? And on what kind of basis, what sétwestern or Asian values, can
these different regions ever cooperate and achveviel peace?

What are Chinese Ideas of Harmony, and how do they differ from Western |deas?

There is a major difference between Chinese and@ifesdeas of harmony, and this
has major implications for harnessing these valngbe cause of world peace. In the
West, all adults are viewed as individuals, witkithmain responsibility to themselves.
Thus the Western ideal of harmony revolves arouettingy individuals to cooperate.
The institutions of western societies — democréi®e debate, justice by independent
courts and juries, economic decisions made maiylyiree markets, and open and
competitive media — are designed to help individuadordinate their decisions and
actions through sharing ideas and arriving at ages¢s and compromises on their
various individual views. Leaders and laws are tebk by the free choices of
individuals and their representatives. Becauss #dcepted that individuals can and
will have different views, politics is a constardnepetition to win public opinion to
achieve victory in elections, and to win agreement®rder to pass legislation and
make policy decisions.

This system leads to a pattern of politics thaidsy, competitive, and unpredictable. It
is often hard for governments to do anything untheesge is a crisis that demands action
and brings diverse groups into agreement. Leadensesmes seem to be vainly
following public opinion, rather than exercisingafdeadership to take difficult but
necessary decisions. Individuals following theimogconomic interests usually are led
to innovation and profit-making, which is good tbe economy; but if the rules are not
clear to prevent fraud or people are led to takeessive risks, individual decision
making can lead to too much debt and too many leatsidns, bringing an economic
crash. Viewed from outside, harmony may seem tiadleng entirely.

Nonetheless, over the longer term, most westerretseg function surprisingly well.
Crime rates are tolerably low (although the Uni&dtes’ odd agreement that it is good
for everyone to have guns produces aberrantly mghder rates there). Corruption is
kept to minimal levels, and economic growth andowation remain strong over time.
When all is said and done, everyone has an intere@stintaining conditions that offer
security and the opportunity to make money, animh@dividuals tend to eventually agree
on laws and actions that promote those goals.
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Chinese ideals of harmony, stretching back to tkéh £entury BC, when Confucius
and Mencius developed the ideas known today asft@@mism,” are quite different.
The guiding value is not individualism or individdaeedom, but filial piety. That is,
harmony is maintained not by getting diverse andaédgndividuals to come to
agreement to follow a set of rules, buy by insgstihat subordinate individuals honor
and obey their superiors. The key unit is not thdividual, but the family, and
everyone is defined by their family roles. Womee &r honor and obey their husbands
and his parents; younger men are to honor and tia#yparents and ancestors; adults
are to honor and obey those trained and knowledgeiab Confucian ideas, and
scholars and all Chinese (and those of other mgtieshould honor and obey the
authority of the Emperor, who Heaven has placeth@deader of the ‘family’ of all of
China.

Even during periods when China was ruled by Emgandto were not ethnic Chinese —
as under the Mongols during the Yuan dynasty amd Manchus during the Qing
dynasty — these ideas of harmony remained in plids. not that Chinese ideas of
harmony expected everyone to be the same. Confudeas of harmony explicitly
recognized the need to harmonize differences, lgnbang opposites — the ‘yin’ and
‘yang’ characteristics of different genders, actioand natures. However, this balance
could only be achieved and maintained under wiskraarally sound leadership, and
by people accepting and following that leadership.

The institutions of China — a bureaucracy of sdahofficials chosen by merit, an
imperial censor that held officials accountableffilowing the decrees of the emperor
and for promoting prosperity and harmony, a migisi rites that enforced ceremonial
practices designed to remind people of the neegdpect and obey their superiors —
were successful in making China the world’s richestiety for many centuries.
However, it was a system that worked best in tiofeelative economic and political
stability. It was not a system that produced adstépw of innovations, and it was not
particularly good at reacting to unexpected shockKsus China was periodically
overcome by nomads from Central Asia, and had ghéfatulty coping with surges in
population or the external pressures from Westeumtries in the 1800s.

Indeed, by the mid-1800s, the Chinese system walslemo cope with the flood of new
ideas and new activities that accompanied exparicite and interventions from
Western countries. The result was one of the larges wars in history — the Taiping
rebellion. The Taiping marked the end of the suscek the Chinese system of
promoting harmony. Although the Taiping rebelliormsvsuppressed, that was only
done by ceding unprecedented independent authtwitypcal scholar-officials who
raised their own armies against the Taiping. Tlegotution of power to local warlords
was followed by further Western incursions, the &orebellion, and then a series of
revolutions and civil wars from 1910 to 1949. Aléblger, the entire century from 1850
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to 1950 was an almost unbroken stream of civil veard revolutions — hardly the ideal
of harmony to which China aspired!

The Chinese Communist Party re-established natiordsr, but did so by discarding,
even overturning, traditional Chinese Confuciarueal Instead of filial piety, loyalty to
the Party became the highest value. People werectegbto honor and obey their local
Party officials rather than their parents, ancestar local elders or scholars. The
Party’s seizure of complete control of the econdedyto periodic disasters even worse
than the crashes of liberal societies — in the Greap Forward, uncounted numbers of
Chinese starved to death. In the Great ProletaCialiural Revolution, the economy
virtually came to a halt as workers were exhortethtlulge in the rhetoric and actions
of Communist Party history and ideology to the agin of doing their daily jobs.
Schools and factories ceased to function, and m@detween Red Guards and older
Chinese spread through the country. Again, harnveasyabsent.

Since the reforms of Deng Xiaoping, many of theesses of the early years of Chinese
Party rule have been corrected. The Party has eaged individuals to make their own

decisions regarding work and economic activity. Méas again become the chief
criteria for promotion and success in political aaxbnomic life. China’'s economic

growth during these years has been astounding.ergalave been successful in
promoting both harmony and prosperity, to a degret seen since China’s great
Imperial regimes.

With China’s remarkable economic success, anddbent economic crisis in the West,
observers have been asking — are there lessohs indtitutions and ideas of China that
have advantages over those of the West, and cae flessons be applied to global
relationships, underlining China’s new global impoce?

|deals of Harmony and Global Peace

First, we should try to understand clearly the oeasfor the economic crisis in the
West in the last few years, and the reasons fon&$isuperior economic performance.
After all, we would not want to make recommendagiéor shifting global relationships

or seeking global harmony based on misunderstarsting-term trends.

Some have been quick to see the ‘collapse of thet'\ide the “Rise of the Rest” in
recent economic events. It is certainly true the tecent events have revealed a
dangerous level of debt in several Western cousnthat may slow their growth for
some years to come. Yet we must not overestimaenipact of this crisis on the
overall wealth or trajectory of the West. This veabanking crisis, similar to dozens of
such crises that have periodically struck countvieen their financial systems have
unwisely taken on more debt than their underlyisgea structure could support. Such a
crisis appeared in Sweden in the early 1990s, artde United States in the 1980s. In
both cases, although there were widespread barmkespif financial institutions, and a
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short-term slow-down in growth, the economies reced and returned to normal
growth within a few years. The U.S. already app¢arbe back on a growth path in
2010, with some European countries coming backels even though others are still
overburdened by debts. | should point out that rafrte major western nations appear
to be as badly hit as Japan was in its 1990s c#lagvhere speculative excess and
unbounded faith that Japan would soon overtake Ul as the world’'s leading
economy produced foolish overvaluations of assets wrrible investments. Even
though Japan’s leading companies have recovergghnd economy as a whole
remains depressed, and after twenty years asseésvdlave still not recovered to
anywhere near their 1990s level. By contrast, agsetes in the United States
(including stocks and housing) have already re@dralf of their losses during the
“Great Recession,” and look to be poised to resgroeith.

And if we ask why China did so well during the GrBacession, the answer is simple:
government stimulus. China’s government poured moni® infrastructure projects —
the only difference with Western governments ist tGhina did not have to spend
heavily to prop up its banks (which because they mainly state-owned anyway
already depend on government funding), and Chinddctund its stimulus spending
out of reserves rather than by borrowing. But thén€se had not discovered any magic
formula for growth that allowed them to do withdbe same kind of fiscal stimulus
that was being used in Western nations.

As to why China has enjoyed such remarkable grawthecent years, it is a happy
combination of demography, globalization, and mgt&hina entered the 1980s with
the most literate and skilled labor force among \key-low-income countries. Once

China decided to embark on embracing globalizatiod allowing its labor force to

produce for international markets, China’s becahe world’s best value for labor-

intensive manufacturing. China quickly became thekshop of the world, and also

became a major producer of cement, steel, and qgpheducts needed for the
infrastructure it was creating to support its nederas a world-class export power.
Finally, with the advent of the one-child policy the 1980s, China enjoyed a huge
expansion of the portion of its population in tha@me labor-force age brackets while
reducing its dependency ratio. This ‘demographidéind’ allowed China to take

maximum advantage of the new opportunities it la&en in the globalized economy.

Many of these advantages are about to end. Chiabts force will stop growing in

2015, first stabilizing for a decade and then stgrto decline. Labor shortages are
already showing up in major manufacturing centdosiga the coast, as workers are
reluctant to move to increasingly expensive regifmrslow-wage work. Wages have
risen and will have to rise further, but that wdhve China vulnerable to competition
from lower-wage countries for labor-intensive progion. China is aware of this and is
seeking to move to higher value-added work throegigineering innovation and

creating internationally-recognized brands. Howgevaiogress has been slow, and
certainly not sufficient to offset the labor fordecline that will start in just a few years.
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In short, it would be a mistake to read too greahange into the trends of the last few
years. China’s growth has been the result of exdhgrfavorable conditions and will
likely slow down.

The West's economic crisis was similar to crisethepast that caused great short-term
pain but did not halt the West's long term econogriowth and development. In both
China and the West, it seems clear that similaneagic formula — encouraging private
enterprise, rewarding innovation and capital investt, and participating in global
markets — will be used to guide growth.

What then of the different ideals of harmony in i@Zhiand the West? These are still
evident in the realm of politics. In China, the atl®f harmony through respect and
obedience to a wise and benevolent leader isestiphasized, and operates through the
Chinese Communist Party’s dominance of politicalisien-making. Avoiding chaos —
defined as competing centers of authority and opmmestation over leadership and
policy — is still the main guide to the Party’s bglor. In western Europe and the
United States, harmony is sought (often not vergcsssfully) through open
competition for leadership and over ideas, withewoftmultiple and competing
authorities (national leaders, autonomous leaddrstates or cities, legislatures)
campaigning for or even enacting differing policiBsissia has followed something of a
middle path, with national elections for leadershupt with an elected government that
has sought to minimize any competition from compesources of authority, or any
independent policy actors, in the hope of maintgrbetter stability and prosperity than
during the immediate post-Communist years.

What can the role of these different approachgmtitical harmony suggest in seeking
global peace. One thing that strikes us immediaslyery odd, even bizarre, is that it
is the United States that seems to have been goilé€hinese ideas of harmony it its
foreign policy, while Russia and China have espdusere Western, individual-type

ideas of international relations.

That is, in Imperial China, the Chinese leaderstipumed that since it was the richest,
most cultured, and philosophically most advancede$p in the world, it was normal
that other nations should recognize its authofitye emperor explicitly asked foreign
leaders to bow down to him, to recognize his glabarlordship. Thus the kowtow of
foreign emissaries to the emperor of the “Middlengddom” was part of Chinese
diplomacy and court ritual.

In the last twenty years it seems that it has liberlJnited States, conceiving itself as
the ‘sole superpower’ after the end of the Cold Widrich has expected other nations
to recognize its authority as the world’s leadeati®r than seeking to balance the
diverse interests of different, individual natiotise United States has insisted that other
countries should follow its lead, and give supporits decisions. Yet this has generally
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turned out badly. Whether in Irag, at Copenhageratther summits, US insistence
that its policies deserved obeisance from otheronathas been poorly received.
Instead, it is countries like Russia and China thate insisted on their individual
interests, and the right to follow those intereststheir national and international
policies. What an odd inversion — we have the UBwiong traditional Chinese ideas
of global harmony through seeking to impose a sirglthority and subordinate all
others, while China and Russia, as well as mangratations, have followed the liberal
idea that all parties have the right to assertvakdity of their distinct individual
interests!

It is clear that the United States’ effort to exgldbal authority have not succeeded, as
Iraq, Iran, Europe, Russia, China, and even Japae pursued their own policies,
cooperating with America when they see such coderas in their interests, but
always insisting on maintaining their own distindews and freedom of action.
Meanwhile, terrorism, civil wars, and even genosid@ve occurred in the Balkans,
Africa, the Middle East, and parts of Asia. If we2d0 steer a course toward greater
world peace, we must seek another answer.

Some have talked about the decline of the U.Sgesting it will be followed by the
rise of China as the world’s new superpower, ang the return of China to the central
or dominant role it enjoyed in the world in anciand medieval times. Certainly, if one
looks only at growth rates and net foreign resergas could think this way. Yet it is a
fantasy. For the foreseeable future, even with &hkirgrowth continuing and its
economy catching up to that of the US in overatlesin another two decades, the
combined GDP of Europe and the United States uilll Ise double that of China.
Moreover, other countries — Brazil, Russia, Indiarkey, Mexico — will be producing
increasing shares of the world’s output. Thus tlbeldwve are heading toward is one of
increasingly entrenched multi-polarity. It is a Yabm which no country will be able to
claim dominance.

In such a situation, the only idea of harmony than be effective is the liberal idea,
which accepts the diverse views of individual nagicand the peoples within them, and
seeks to produce harmony by open discussion ancdtiaggn — on terms of equality
and mutual respect! — that lead to agreement aoperation.

The problem we have today with the current gloletiiutions is that they were
designed to be inherentlynequal — reflecting the global dominance of a handful of
mainly Western nations after World War Il. Theyshzannot live up to the liberal idea
of producing harmony through providing rules undgyich free and equal individuals
accept those rules in the interest of promoting joent peace and prosperity.

We therefore need to change today’s institutionglobal governance — the U.N. the
World Bank, the WTO, and others — to more truly rape according to liberal ideas,
with rules that are agreed to by diverse natiotis@@s free and equal, instead of rules
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that favor the leadership of certain nations arespme that others will follow. | am

happy to say that things are already moving in thigction, with the replacement of
the G-8 by the G-20 as the global forum for discyggconomic and financial policies,
with the increase of voting shares of developingntoes in the World Bank, and with

the increased assertiveness of the non-permanenberms of the UN Security Council.

However, much more needs to be done, from exparttimgermanent membership of
the Security Council to rethinking NATO and the Ed be truly open and liberal

organizations, open to anyone who will agree tdofel their rules, rather than

organizations that represent a particular cultpeaspective.

Still, while a liberal world order is the only otteat can hope to create harmony among
a diverse assemblage of individual states, this du# mean that Chinese ideas of
harmony have no place.

In fact, Europe has often borrowed specific idegasnfChina for its own government
institutions. In the 18 century, European intellectuals praised Chindtfomeritocratic
selection of state officials, seeing that as astgyerior method than the nepotism and
selection by birth that prevailed in European caufithe principle of selecting state
officials based on their demonstrated skills anditsidas since become universally
admired, if not always adopted, and should remhe greferred method of staffing
international governance institutions.

Similarly, the Chinese idea that leadership mudblbeded on moral authority (an idea
also shared by the Western philosopher Socrates)nainly on force or privilege, is a
vital element to constrain liberal social ordersnirsimply becoming a sheer battle of
interests based on majority rule. Blending Westanad Chinese ideas of harmony
would require that individual nations respect eatifer as equals, and agree to submit
to jointly agreed-upon rules providing for theirgge and prosperity, but also that any
such rules be defensible as morally sound, progidio abuses, violence, exploitation,
or impositions that unfairly penalize or damage s@tates at the expense of others.

No doubt, this sounds like a utopian scheme foregung a world of squabbling,
heavily armed, and culturally divided nations. Yt should take heart from the fact
that the United States — despite incorporatingviddials from dozens of distinct
cultures and religions and recognizing the autongnauthority of fifty states and
thousands of local and municipal governments — g@s#0 remain internally peaceful
and materially prosperous. In addition, Europe,cltior hundreds of years engaged in
wars pitting British against French, French agafganish, Germans and Austrians
against French and Italians has now come togethéeruan increasingly unified EU
governance structure in which wars among Européaessare virtually unthinkable.
Thus out of conflict and diversity, liberal institons have indeed created harmony and
prosperity.

We can only hope that in time, with effort, andhwilhcorporation of the best elements
of Chinese and other non-western ideas on a bBbsithéral framework of self-
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governance by equals, the various societies ofytedeorld can achieve the same kind
of equality, liberty, peace, and prosperity for therld as a whole that the citizens of
the European Union and the United States have ¢oraajoy. Ye that will have to be

based not on any assumed advantages or naturarsbgu by the United States and
Europe, but rather by treating all countries andptes of the world as equals, whose
individual and diverse views are entitled to respand whose agreement to joint rules

will have to be won by seeking the cooperation agrteement of diverse peoples and
nations.
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