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1

Turning Your Eyes to China
Jiabao Wen

Mr. President,

Ladies and Gentlemen ,

I would like to begin by sincerely thanking President Summers for his kind in-
vitation.

Harvard is a world-famous institution of higher learning, attracting the best
minds and bringing them up generation after generation. In its 367 years of histo-
ry, Harvard has produced seven American presidents and more than 40 Nobel lau-
reates. You have reason to be proud of your school.

It is my great pleasure today to stand on your rostrum and have this face-to-
face exchange with you. I am an ordinary Chinese, the son of a school teacher. I
experienced hardships in my childhood and for long years worked in areas under
harsh conditions in China. I have been to 1,800 Chinese counties out of a total of
2,500. I deeply love my country and my people.

The title of my speech today is “Turning Your Eyes to China” .

China and the United States are far apart, and they differ greatly in the level
of economic development and cultural background. I hope my speech will help in-
crease our mutual understanding.

In order to understand the true China—a changing society full of promises—it
is necessary to get to know her yesterday, her today, and her tomorrow.

China yesterday was a big ancient country that created a splendid civilization.

As we all know, in the history of mankind, there appeared the Mesopotamian
civilization in West Asia, the ancient Egyptian civilization along the Nile in North
Africa, the ancient Greek — Roman civilization along the northern bank of the
Mediterranean, the ancient Indian civilization in the Indus River Valley in South

Asia, and the Chinese civilization originating in the Yellow and Yangtze river val-
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leys. Owing to earthquake, flood, plague or famine, or to alien invasion or internal
turmoil, some of these ancient civilizations withered away, some were destroyed
and others became assimilated into other civilizations. Only the Chinese civiliza-
tion, thanks to its strong cohesive power and inexhaustible appeal, has survived
many vicissitudes intact. The 5,000-year-long civilization is the source of pride of
every Chinese.

The traditional Chinese culture, both extensive and profound, starts far back
and runs a long, long course. More than 2,000 years ago, there emerged in China
Confucianism represented by Confucius and Mencius, Taoism represented by Lao
Zi and Zhuang Zi, and many other theories and doctrines that figured prominently
in the history of Chinese thought, all being covered by the famous term “the
masters’ hundred schools” . From Confucius to Dr. Sun Yat-sen, the traditional
Chinese culture presents many precious ideas and qualities, which are essentially
populist and democratic. For example, they lay stress on the importance of kind-
ness and love in human relations, on the interest of the community, on seeking
harmony without uniformity and on the idea that the world is for all. Especially,
patriotism as embodied in the saying “Everybody is responsible for the rise or fall of
the country”; the populist ideas that “people are the foundation of the country” and
that “people are more important than the monarch”; the code of conduct of “Don’t
do to others what you don’t want others to do to you”; and the traditional virtues
taught from generation to generation: long suffering and hard working, diligence
and frugality in household management, and respecting teachers and valuing educa-
tion. All these have played a great role in binding and regulating the family, the
country and the society.

On this year’s Teacher’s Day which fell on 10th of September, I went to see
Professor Ji Xianlin of Peking University in his hospital ward. Professor Ji, 92, is
a great scholar in both Chinese and western learning, specializing in oriental stud-
ies. I enjoy reading his prose. In our téte-a-téte we talked about the movement of
“Eastern learning spreading to the West” and “Western learning spreading to the
East” . In the 17th and 18th centuries foreign missionaries translated Chinese clas-
sics into European languages and introduced them to Europe, and this aroused great
interest in some eminent scholars and enlightenment thinkers there. Descartes,
Leibniz, Montesquieu, Voltaire, Goethe and Kant all studied the traditional Chi-

nese culture.
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In my younger days I read Voltaire’s writings. He said that a thinker who
wanted to study the history of this planet must first turn his eyes to the East, Chi-
na included.

Interestingly, one and a half century ago, R.W. Emerson, famous American
philosopher and outstanding Harvard graduate, also fell for the traditional Chinese
culture. He quoted profusely from Confucius and Mencius in his essays. He placed
Confucius on a par with Socrates and Jesus Christ, saying that we read [ the moral
teachings of the Confucian school] with profit today, though they were “addressed
to a state of society unlike ours” .

Rereading these words of Voltaire and Emerson today, I cannot but admire
their wisdom and far sight.

China today is a country in reform and opening-up and a rising power dedicat-
ed to peace.

The late Dr. John King Fairbank used the following words to describe China’s
over population and land scarcity. On the land owned by one farmer in the US,
there might live hundreds of people forming a village in China. He went on to say
that although the Americans were mostly farmers in the past, they never felt such
pressure of population density.

A large population and underdevelopment are the two facts China has to face.
Since China has 1.3 billion people, any small individual shortage, multiplied by
1.3 billion, becomes a big, big problem. And any considerable amount of financial
and material resources, divided by 1.3 billion, becomes a very low per capita level.
This is a reality the Chinese leaders have to keep firmly in mind at all times.

We can rely on no one except ourselves to resolve the problems facing our 1.3
billion people. Since the founding of the People’s Republic, we have achieved much
in our national reconstruction; at the same time we have made a few detours and
missed some opportunities. By 1978, with the adoption of the reform and opening-
up policies, we had ultimately found the right path of development—the Chinese
people’s path of independently building socialism with Chinese characteristics.

The essence of this path is to mobilize all positive factors, emancipate and de-
velop the productive forces, and respect and protect the freedom of the Chinese
people to pursue happiness.

China’s reform and opening-up have spread from rural areas to the cities, from

the economic field to the political, cultural and social arenas. Each and every step



An English Training Course For Public Finance Officials

forward is designed, in the final analysis, to release the gushing vitality of labor,
knowledge, technology, managerial expertise and capital, and allow all sources of
social wealth to flow to the fullest extent.

For quite some time in the past, China had a structure of highly-centralized
planned economy. With deepening restructuring toward the socialist market econo-
my and progress in the development of democratic politics, there was gradual lift-
ing of the former improper restrictions, visible and invisible, on people’s freedom in
choice of occupation, mobility, enterprise, investment, information, travel, faith
and lifestyles. This has brought extensive and profound changes never seen before
in China’s history. On the one hand, the enthusiasm of the work force in both city
and countryside has been set free. In particular, hundreds of millions of farmers are
now able to leave their old villages and move into towns and cities, especially in the
coastal areas, and tens of millions of intellectuals are now able to bring their talent
and creativity into full play. On the other hand, the massive assets owned by the
state can now be revitalized, the private capital pool in the amount of trillions of
Yuan can take shape, and more than 500 billion US dollars worth of overseas capi-
tal can flow in. This combination of capital and labor results in a drama of industri-
alization and urbanization of a size unprecedented in human history being staged on
the 9.6 million square kilometers of land called China. Here lies the secret of the
9.4% annual growth rate that China’s economy has been able to attain in the past
25 years.

The tremendous wealth created by China in the past quarter of a century has
not only enabled our 1.3 billion countrymen to meet their basic needs for food,
clothing and shelter, and basically realize a well-off standard of living, but also
contributed to world development. China owes all this progress to the policy of re-
form and opening-up and, in the final analysis, to the freedom-inspired creativity
of the Chinese people.

It has become so clear to me that at the current stage China has an abundant
supply of labor in proportion to her limited natural resources and short capital. If
no effective measures are taken to protect the fundamental rights of our massive la-
bor force, and in particular the farmer-workers coming to the cities, they may end
up in a miserable plight as described in the novels by Charles Dickens and Theodore
Dreiser. Without effective protection of the citizens’ right to property, it will be

difficult to attract and accumulate valuable capital.
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Therefore, the Chinese Government is committed to protecting (1) the funda-
mental rights of all workers and (2) the right to property, both public and private.
This has been explicitly provided for in China’s law and put into practice.

China’s reform and opening-up aims at promoting human rights in China. The
two are mutually dependent and reinforcing. Reform and opening-up creates condi-
tions for the advancement of human rights, and the latter invigorates the former.
If one separates the two and thinks that China only goes after economic growth and
ignores the protection of human rights, such a view does not square with the facts.
Just as your former President Franklin Roosevelt said, “True individual freedom
cannot exist without economic security and independence,” and “Necessitous men
are not free men.”

I am not suggesting that China’s human rights situation is impeccable. The
Chinese Government has all along been making earnest efforts to correct the mal-
practices and negative factors of one kind or another in the human rights field. It is
extremely important and difficult in China to combine development, reform and
stability. Seeing is believing. If our friends come to China and see for themselves,
they will be able to judge objectively and appreciate the progress made there in hu-
man rights and the Chinese Government’s hard work in upholding human rights
since the beginning of reform and opening-up.

China is a large developing country. It is neither proper nor possible for us to
rely on foreign countries for development. We must, and we can only, rely on our
own efforts. In other words, while opening still wider to the outside world, we
must more fully and more consciously depend on our own structural innovation, on
constantly expanding the domestic market, on converting the huge savings of the
citizens into investment, and on improving the quality of the population and scien-
tific and technological progress to solve the problems of resources and the environ-
ment. Here lies the essence of China’s road of peaceful rise and development.

Of course, China is still a developing country. There is an obvious gap be-
tween its urban and rural areas and between its eastern and western regions. If you
travel to the coastal cities in China’s southeast, you will see modern sights of
skyscrapers, busy traffic and brightly-lit streets. But in rural China, especially in
the central and western rural parts, there are still many backward places. In the
poor and remote mountain villages, folks still use manual labor and animals to till

the land. They live in houses made of sun-dried mud bricks. In times of severe



