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Anti-China protestors during the recent PNTR campaign. 
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T he recent debate in the U.S. over granting Perma
nent Normal Trading Relations (PNTR) status to 

China has divided anti-corporate globalization activists in 
North America from their counterparts in Southern coun
tries. We feel it is useful to reflect on why activists in the 
South feel alienated by what they see as "single-country 
bashing" in the North. 

In the U.S. a coalition of forces sought to deprive China of 
Pl\TTR as a means of blocking that country's en tty into the 
World Trade Organization (WTO). Let us state at the begin
ning that we do not approve of the free trade paradigm that 

underpins PNTR status, and most certainly do not support 
the WTO. In fact, we believe it would be a mistake for China 
to join the WfO. But the issue we \vish to reflect on in this 
Backgnmnder is not the desirability or undesirability of free 
trade and the wro, but rather one country, the u.s., taking 
upon itself to willaterally decide who is and who is not a legit
imate member of the international community. 

The China campaign has brought many progressive Amer
ican groups into an unholy alliance ~vith the Right. It splits 
the post-Seattle transnational progressive movement that 
was in the process of forming the most solid alliances in 
decades. When they hear phrases like "rogue nation" and 
"Yellow Peril"- which were used in the anti-China cam
paign-Bouthern activists are left wondering when their 
homeland might be the next to be bashed in a racially
tinged outburst from the North. continued on page 2 
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The Real China 
China is one of the world's most dynamic 
economies, growing between seven to ten 
per cent a year over the past decade. Its 
ability to leap from abject poverty to decent 
living conditions in five decades is no mean 
achievement. That economic dynamism 
cannot be separated from its social revo
lution in the late forties and early fifties, 
which eliminated the worst inequalities 
in the distribution of land and income and 
prepared the country for economic take
off when reforms were introduced in the 
agricultural sector in the late 1970s. The 
liberation movement decisively wrested 
control of the national economy from for
eign interests. Today China is a strong 
state, born in revolution, and steeled in sev
eral decades of wars both hot and cold. 

Foreign investors can force other govern
ments to accommodate them. That is some
thing they find difficult to do in China, 
who is prepared to impose restrictions on 
foreign capital so that it contributes more 
to development, from creatingjobs to actu
ally transferring technology. These are 
things that Southern activists admire. 

What is the "Case" Against 
China? 
China has serious problems, but the 
record is much more complex than that 
black and white views of the recent 
debate. Here we address some of the 
criticisms leveled at China. 

The model of development of autward -ori
ented growth built on exports to developed 
country markets of labor-intensive prod
ucts is not a scheme invented by an evil 
regime to destroy organized labor. This is 
the model that has been prescribed for over 
two decades by the World Bank and other 
Western-dominated development institu-

tions for all developing countries. When 
China joined the World Bank in the early 
eighties, this was the path to development 
recommended by that institution. 

. 
Through the strategic manipulation of aid, 
loans, and the granting of approvalfor entry 
into world capital markets, the Bank 
pushed export-oriented, labor-intensive 
manufacturing and discouraged countries 
from following domestic market-oriented 
growth based on rising wages and incomes. 
World Bank policies vis-a-vis China and 
the Third World are extensions of policies 
in the U.S., Britain, and other countries in 
the North, where the Keynesian or Social 
Democratic path based on rising wages and · 
incomes was foreclosed by the anti-labor, 
pro-capitalist neoliberal policies of Ronald 
Reagan, Margaret Thatcher, and their ide
ological allies. 

Develapment in China 1UM been accompa
nied by much environmental destruction 
and must be criticized. But what many 
American cnvironmental~tsforget ~that 
the model of double-digit Gross Domestic 
Product growth based on resource
intensive, waste-intensive, toxic-intensive 
production, and unrestrained levels of con
sumption ~one that China arul other devel
oping countries have been (fftCOUraged to 
CfYPY.from the North. Again, the World Bank 
and the whole Western economics estab
lishment, which equates development with 
unchecked levels of consumption, must bear 
a central part of the blame. 

Per capita consumption in China is cur
rently just one tenth of developed coun
tries.• The U.S., with five per cent of the 
world's population, is currently the biggest 
single source of global climate change, 
accounting for a quarter of global green
house gas emissions. The message of these 
figures is that unchecked consumption lev
els in the United States and other Northern 
countries continue to be the main threat to 
the global environment. 

China is no workers' paradise. ~tit is 
simplistic to say that workers have no 
rights, or that the government has, in the 
manner of a pimp, delivered its workers 
to transnationals to exploit. There are 
unions in China. China has the biggest 
trade union confederation in the world, 
with 100 million members. Granted, this 

confederation is closely linked with the 
government. But this is also the case in 
Malaysia; Singapore, Mexico, SouthMrica, 
Zimbabwe, and many other countries. Chi
nese trade unions are not independent 
from government, but they fight to ensure 
that workers' demands and concerns are 
not ignored by government. Their concern 
for the hundreds of millions of workers in 
state enterprises has made the Chinese 
government resist the prescription to rad
ically dismantle the state enterprise sector, 
despite urging by Chinese neoliberal econ
omists, foreign investors, the business 
press, and the U.S. government. 

Workers in China have neither less protec
tion and nor less access to government than 
industrial workers who live in right-to-work 
states in the America South, where non
union shops are encouraged by law. If there 
is a government that must be targeted by 
U.S.laborfor being anti-labor, it is the Amer
ican government, which, in collusion with 
business, has stripped labor of so many of its 
traditional legal protections and rights. 

There is much to be done in terms of 
bringing genuine democracy and greater 
respect/or human rights to China. Actions 
like the Tienanmen massacre and the 
repression of political d~sidents must be 
condemned, in much the same way that 
A,mnesty International severely criticizes 
the United States for relying on mass 
incarceration as a principal rf1!1Chanism 
of social control.' But China ·is not a 
regime devoid of legitimacy like the 
Burmese military junta. As in the United 
States and other countries, there is a lot of 
grumbling in China about government, but 
this does not indicate lack of legitimacy in 
the eyes of the public. Foreign observers 
note that while there might be disaffection, 
there is also widespread acceptance of the 
legitimacy of the Chinese government. 

The Communist Party still has a monopoly 
on decision making at the regional and 
national level, but according to The New 
11Jrk Times columnist Thomas Friedman, 
who is otherwise quite critical of the Chi
nese leadership, relatively free elections 
now take place in many of the country's 
rural villages in an effort to de-concentrate 
power from Beijing.3 








