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Pearman:  Since their 
current field is smaller, 
o u r  f i r s t  a n a l y t i c a l 
commentary will concern 
the Democrats.  Before we 
begin to break down the 
individual candidates, do 

you feel it would be helpful to contextualize 
the race from the perspective of U.S.-China 
relations?  At least one of the Democratic 
candidates has a long and sometimes fraught 
history with the Communist Party, and an 
understanding of how the race looks from 
the other side of the Pacific could clarify and 
contextualize all candidates’ views.

Wang:   Agree, and 
I feel it would also be 
beneficial to examine 
the two primary mental 
schemas Westerners, and 
public figures in particular, 
use when thinking about 

China.  These two schemas color most - if 
not all - China-related discussions in the 
West, unduly influence public opinion 
through media outlets, and distort the 
policy-making process.  I like to call these 
schemas “panda-hugging” and “dragon-
hunting.”

Pearman:  In other words, arguing for 
closer trade and engagement with China, 
versus leeriness of its growing influence. 

Wang:  Precisely.  In my opinion, both 
of these viewpoints are flawed, in that 
they spring from oversimplifications and 
misperceptions.  I’ll start with the panda-
huggers.  There’s one gentleman I feel 
typifies them: ex-Australian Prime Minister 
Kevin Rudd.  I vividly remember watching 
him give a TED Talk  on the virtues of 
closer engagement with China.  This TED 
Talk exemplifies panda-huggers’ dilemma.

Now, Mr. Rudd claims to both speak and 
write Chinese.  To prove this, he produced 
several characters on his iPad.  They 
were real characters, but the calligraphy 
was incredibly sloppy, like something a 
kindergartener might produce.  No Chinese 
person, and no one who truly understands 
the Chinese, would ever publicly display 
characters like that.  To do so would be to 
publicly demonstrate incompetence, rather 
than good faith or engagement, as Rudd 
seemed to believe.  But that clarifies the 
problem with the “panda-huggers.”  They 
believe in trade; they believe in engagement, 
but they attempt both using knowledge that 
is either insufficient or just plain wrong.  
This makes them look dangerously naïve.  

Pearman:  They seem reminiscent of 
the writers of guides on “Doing Business in 
China” who claim that the most important 
thing to do is present your business card 
with both hands. 

Wang:  Exactly, it’s the same mindset.  
And I also feel the dragon hunters have 

the wrong idea about China.  Intelligence 
writers talk about the growing buildup in the 
South China Sea and China’s assertiveness 
on the world stage as signs of war.  They’re 
closely related to the people who claim that 
China is buying up the United States’ debt 
so that it can one day take over the country. 

Pearman:  Our debt being held by China 
is a major concern, according to a recent 
Pew poll . 89 percent of the country feels it’s 
a serious issue, and it’s considered the most 
serious, ahead of job losses, cyberattacks, 
and human rights, among other problems.  

But this doesn’t make a lot of sense.  
According to the Washington Post, less 
than 50 percent of all U.S. debt is held 
internationally.  The Chinese holds less than 
10 percent (though they may have used the 
Belgians as proxies to acquire more ).  And 
there’s no danger that Xi Jinping is going to 
arrive in Washington one day and demand 
payment in full or land deeds to California 
by the end of the month; government debt 
doesn’t work that way. 

Wang:  I blame the media for the 
fact that the public perception of China’s 
American debt holdings is so skewed.  
The Chinese government’s Red Elite isn’t 
interested in taking over America; they love 
America!  They buy property in New York 
and California; they send their children to 
American universities.  Holding debt is 
simply another form of investment, and 
it binds the two countries closer together.  
But “The Chinese Are Buying U.S. Debt!” 
gets more attention than “The Chinese Are 
Investing in America.” 

Pearman:  In other words, the Chinese 
have every reason to hope America stays 
prosperous.  They may try to steer us 
certain ways and gain more influence, but 
they definitely want to see us happy and 
prosperous. 

Wang:  Exactly.  You don’t want to 
destroy your largest trading partner.  And 
this is why I also am skeptical about the 
dragon hunters’ claims of another World 
War in the South China Sea.  Military 
parades, anti-American rhetoric, and the 
Senkaku Islands are stunts pulled for 
domestic consumption.  It’s for the benefit 
of the people, to bind them closer to the 
government. 

Pearman:  I remember during the flare-
up over the Islands last year; I was reading 
about street demonstrations against the 
Japanese.  If the government was willing to 
allow spontaneous popular demonstrations, 
it must have appreciated the content.  And 
it’s also worth noting that the last time the 
People’s Liberation Army went to “war” 
(other than peacekeeping deployments and 
anti-terrorist operations), it was against the 
students in Tiananmen.  

So to sum up what you’ve said, 
Westerners, Americans included, tend to 

discuss, and understand China in one of two 
ways, both of which miss the mark.  They 
either naively try to engage, or they prepare 
for a war that, barring some catastrophic 
blunder, won’t ever happen.  So what would 
be the right approach? 

Wang:  For that, I think you need to 
understand what the Chinese leadership 
wants and values: and that’s consistency in 
business.  The Communist Party of China 
(CPC) has traditionally – ironically – leaned 
Republican, because Nixon “opened” 
China.  Until he died, Nixon was the CPC’s 
favorite “Old Friend of the Chinese People;” 
now that title goes to his Secretary of State, 
Henry Kissinger.  (Kevin Rudd would be 
thrilled to have that title too.)  Also, classic 
Republican rhetoric makes sense to the CPC.  
Republicans talked mutual advantages and 
trade, exactly what the post-Mao leadership 
saw as the path to the future.  Democrats, 
traditionally, spoke of human rights, or even 
brushed one of the Three Forbidden T’s:  
Tiananmen, Tibet and Taiwan.  In 2007, 
when President Carter visited Beijing, he 
wanted to support human rights law research 
in Chinese law schools.  He could not find an 
audience in government or academia, even 
though he was the one who established full 
diplomatic relations with China. 

Pearman:  What’s interesting is that both 
parties, since the 90s, have made free trade a 
major part of their platforms.  George H.W. 
Bush might have originated NAFTA, but it 
was Bill Clinton who guided it to fruition.  
And it was Barack Obama who pushed for 
the Trans-Pacific Partnership.

Wang:  The Chinese leadership has 
appreciated this sea change greatly.  Put 
simply, whoever wins, they are unlikely to 
lose.  Of course, there are one or two notable 
exceptions in this race ... 

Pearman:  This seems like a great 
opportunity to segue into a discussion of the 
Democrats.  Let’s start with the two front-
runners: Hillary Clinton and Bernie Sanders.  
Both have some interesting connections to 
China.  Bernie, of course, feels like a blast 
out of the New Deal past, strongly endorsing 
unions (and their accompanying skepticism 
about free trade).  When Hillary Clinton was 
Secretary of State, she endorsed the TPP, but 
she’s come out against it in recent months.  
Moreover, as Secretary and as a candidate, 
she tangled with China several times.

While Ms. Clinton was Secretary of 
State, a human rights activist named Chen 
Guangcheng sought refuge in the U.S. 
embassy in Beijing from persecution by the 
Chinese authorities.  To the CPC’s irritation, 
Clinton eventually negotiated Chen’s move, 
with his family, to the United States.  This 
episode is prominently featured in Clinton’s 
memoir, “Hard Choices.”  Not surprisingly, 
that book is banned in China.  Recently, 
Clinton labeled Xi Jinping “shameless” 

for hosting a woman’s rights summit after 
feminist activists were imprisoned in China. 

So professor, how serious is this?  
And will the CPC be concerned about 
the possibility of Ms. Clinton becoming 
president? 

Wang:  I predict that whatever the CPC 
may say in public, in private, you’d find 
them surprisingly understanding about Ms. 
Clinton (if you could ever persuade them to 
be candid with you, which I doubt!). 

Recall what I said about the CPC’s 
fiery rhetoric.  They may preach against 
America, they may rave against Japan, but 
they have no intention of going to war!  
And they’re likely to view Ms. Clinton’s 
pronouncements in the same way.  Chen 
Guangcheng might have been a bit of a 
poke in the eye, but he never hurt trade.  
Nor will any comments on a few imprisoned 
feminists. 

Pearman:  In other words, they would 
describe Ms. Clinton’s comments as simply 
“sound and fury, signifying nothing,” part 
of the messy but ultimately rewarding 
process of moving another centrist, free-
trade candidate into office?  And they’d say 
Clinton was simply playing to her feminist 
base by bringing up the women? 

Wang:  Precisely.  
Pearman:  I doubt they’re as sanguine 

about Bernie Sanders.  For starters, his 
website (unlike Ms. Clinton’s) explicitly 
denounces current U.S. trade policy with 
China. 

Wang:  Sanders certainly seems like a 
threat to the consistency the CPC value.  But 
then again, the president is only one man. 

Pearman:  That’s true.  And candidates 
with an ambitious platform can hit brick 
walls when they enter office.  For instance, 
when President Obama gained his first term, 
he had a supermajority and a perceived 
public mandate.  His signature piece of 
legislation, the Affordable Care Act, was 
savaged in the process of getting passed, 
had to survive a Supreme Court challenge, 
and all but tore his party apart, leading to 
disastrous losses in the midterms. 

Wang:  This is true.  So I feel that 
the CPC fears the prospect of a Sanders 
presidency, but probably more as an 
annoying and painful hiccup in a stable 
relationship than as a game-changer.  That 
being said, let me emphasize that I feel that 
they do fear him.  He represents a belief in 
real socialism, albeit democratic socialism, 
and a belief in political openness that is 
anathema to the Chinese leadership.  For 
instance, the current legality of “dark 
money” in politics means that it’s perfectly 
possible for the CPC to donate money to 
influence American elections, as well as for 
corporations and individuals who benefit 
from Chinese trade to pour billions into 
each election cycle.  Bernie Sanders strongly 
supports a Constitutional amendment to 
overturn Citizens United, and the polls 
reflect bipartisan animosity toward money 
in politics.  That is only one example of the 
ways a Sanders presidency could damage 
the interests of the CPC. 

Pearman:  Why don’t we take another 
look at the rest of the Democratic field?
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Where have all the yellow 
umbrellas gone?
By Elaine Dunn

Before the first Democratic debate, the other 
candidates were Jim Webb, Lincoln Chafee, 
Larry Lessig, and Martin O’Malley.  After 
the debate, both Webb and Chafee with-
drew their candidacies.  Lessig has not yet 
been featured in a debate.

Wang:  I feel like Mr. Webb definitely 
wanted to make China a key issue in his 
campaign, but his methodology was wrong.  
During the recent debate, he shoehorned 
a warning against Chinese expansionism 
into a question about Syria.  It seemed to 
come out of nowhere, and nothing really 
came of it. 

Pearman:  I saw the text of that.  I feel 
that Webb was trying to shift the discussion, 
but it didn’t work.  If he had become a seri-
ous contender in the race, do you think he 
would have given Beijing pause? 

Wang:  I do not think they would be 
very comfortable with the prospect of a 
Webb-kind presidential victory.  Human 
rights criticism from a career politician 
is one thing; containment rhetoric from a 
man who fought (indirectly) against China 
on the ground is another.  However, there 
is no worry anymore; Webb, a potential 
dragon-hunter, is out. 

Pearman  And that brings us to the 
two former governors, Lincoln Chafee 
of Rhode Island and Martin O’Malley of 
Maryland. 

Wang:  Governor O’Malley seems to 
have avoided the China issue entirely, other 
than focusing on encouraging Chinese 
trade.  Governor Chafee’s position can be 
summed up in one tweet: “With China we 
have agreements and we have differences.  

Focusing on the former helps resolve the 
latter.”  This is more panda-hugging gesture 
than policy.

Pearman:  Do you feel Beijing would 
react positively to a presidency by either? 

Wang:  Neither seems intent on rocking 
the boat.  The CPC appreciates this kind 
of attitude. 

Pearman:  And finally, there’s Larry 
Lessig, a professor from Harvard Law.  His 
campaign centers around one thing, over-
turning Citizens United.  He’s at the bottom 
of the polls by far, but there might be a 
future for him as a Sanders running mate.  

Wang:  I doubt the CPC concern itself 
much with Professor Lessig, but at the same 
time, we’ve already established that the end 
of Citizens United would be detrimental to 
their interests. 

Pearman:  So in conclusion, what the 
Chinese government wants is a contin-
uation of trade, and they are willing to 
take a little flak over human rights on the 
campaign trail as long as the money keeps 
flowing once the new President takes office.  
When formulating Chinese policy, it’s im-
portant to reach past the simplistic views of 
“panda huggers” and “dragon hunters” to 
recognize the governing pragmatism at the 
heart of the CPC, and tailor one’s respons-
es accordingly.  Though Hillary Clinton 
has had her spats with China, we feel the 
CPC’s view of her is ultimately positive, 
unlike their probable perception of the 
second-ranked candidate, Bernie Sanders.  
In our next issue, we’ll take a look at the 
Republican stable of candidates. ♦

Dancing with the dragon 
continued from page 12

On Sept. 26, 2014, a group of mostly 
young, hopeful students gathered outside 
the Hong Kong government’s headquarters 
to demand for greater input into the 
election of the next chief executive, the top 
ruling post in Hong Kong, of 2017.  The 
police responded with pepper spray and 
arrested dozens of the demonstrators.  What 
ensued was 79 days of civil disobedience 
that became known as the Umbrella 
Revolution because the demonstrators 
armed themselves with umbrellas as protect 
against police pepper spray and tear gas.

The number of the pro-democracy 
demonstrators grew to hundreds of 
thousands as the government response 
turned ugly.  It was probably the first time 
since June 4, 1989, at Tiananmen Square 
in Beijing that such a large group had 
gathered to call for more political freedom 
from the central government.  The mainly 
peaceful campaign ended in December 
when the sitting chief executive, under 
“instructions” from Beijing, ordered all the 
tents and barricades at the demonstration 
sites dismantled.

A year after the pro-democracy 

campaign, deemed “the most destructive 
movement since the 1997 handover of Hong 
Kong” by the mainland Chinese authorities, 
has there been any changes?  Did the student 
leaders’ efforts achieve anything?

To the  pro-Bei j ing crowd,  the 
campaign’s demand for revising the 2017 
election process of Hong Kong’s chief 
executive did not sway Beijing.  To them, 
the Umbrella Movement: 
• was completely illegitimate
• “wrongly encouraged” the young Hong 
Kongers to believe it was acceptable to 
express their demands by resorting to 
violence
• undermined the governance and rule of 
law in Hong Kong, and
• produced no tangible change - chief 
executive C.Y. Leung is still in office, 
although his popularity had dropped a few 
pegs.

The pro-Beijing camp also believed that 
to calm the angry, disenfranchised youth, 
the government need to establish programs 
that addressed housing and career prospects.  
As a result, the government has indeed 
funded programs to teach entrepreneurship.

For the pro-democracy student leaders, 
their lives definitely had seen changes.  
Joshua Wong, co-founder of the activist 
group Scholarism, the then 17-year-old 
“face” of the “revolution,” has been on the 
cover of TIME magazine.  He also was 
featured as one of TIME’s “most influential 
teens of 2014.”  In June 2015, a few days 
before the 18th anniversary of Hong Kong’s 
return to China, he was attacked on the 
street after attending a movie with a friend.  
TIME reported that Wong felt “there are 
serious safety concerns in the future” for 
activists like himself, and that he needed 
“to care more about my personal security.”  
In terms of the pro-democracy movement, 
he is talking long-term, that Hong Kongers 
need to look beyond 2017 to 2047, when 
the 50-year transition period (from British 
rule to Chinese rule) of “one country, two 
systems” is up.  And, he stresses Hong 
Kongers need to fight for the right to self-
determination, not just focus on election 
reform. 

In August, Wong and two other student 
leaders were charged for their roles in the 
2014 protests.  Wong was charged with 

unlawful assembly and inciting others to 
participate.  Alex Chow, formerly with the 
Hong Kong Federation of Students, was 
charged with unlawful assembly.  Nathan 
Law, the federation’s current leader, was 
charged with inciting others to join an 
unlawful assembly.  They face up to two 
years in prison if found guilty.  All three 
pleaded “not guilty” to their charges at their 
Oct. 30 pre-trial hearing.  If their attorneys 
do not seek a stay of the proceedings, 
their trials will begin end-February.  Three 
others, organizers of the Occupy Hong 
Kong movement, have yet to be formally 
charged by the authorities.

The pro-democracy camp did score 
a mini victory when pro-democracy 
lawmakers defeated Beijing’s election 
package in a June 2015 vote.  Although that 
means the next chief executive nominees 
will be chosen by the same Beijing-
approved 1,200-member committee, it also 
denied giving the election false (universal 
suffrage) legitimacy.

As for the dire predictions of how much 
harm the protests had wrought on Hong 
Kong’s economy, the impact had been 
insignificant.  The city’s colonial laissez-
faire approach had stayed relatively intact, 
being ranked “third-easiest place in the 
world to do business” by The World Bank 
in October 2014.  And in February 2015, 
the city reported its economy grew by 2.3 
percent in 2014.

So, while all the tents and umbrellas 
are gone, and the protests continuously 
trivialized by the pro-Beijing camp, no one 
can deny that the 79 days brought about 
the political awakening of the younger 
generation and gave the generally politically 
apathetic older population of Hong Kong a 
clearer insight into genuine democracy.  
Furthermore, judging from the “I want 
universal suffrage” banners that popped 
up around the one-year anniversary of the 
Umbrella Revolution, the fight spirit for 
election reform has not vanished.  Perhaps 
under new leadership and, as some socialist 
groups suggest, another mass struggle to 
reopen the electoral reform discussion, the 
Umbrella Revolution opened the floodgates 
that may one day lead to changes the 
students sought. ♦


