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Doing business with China 
and the Chinese people: a 
conversation on cultural 
challenges, part 5
By Chang Wang and Joe Pearman, contributors

“Ti-yong, 体用” 

Pearman: I’d like to ask you about 
something I read in the news: On Jan. 30, 
Minister of Education Yuan Guiren spoke at 
a conference on ideology and propaganda in 
higher education, saying it was necessary “to 
strengthen control over the use of original-
edition [i.e., not processed and censored by 
the party] Western materials.  We must by 
no means allow materials that propagate 
Western values into our classrooms; it 
is absolutely forbidden for all kinds of 
speech that attacks and slanders the Party’s 
leadership and blackens socialism to appear 
in university classrooms; it is absolutely 
forbidden to have all kinds of speech that 
violates the Constitution and the law spread 
in university classrooms; it is absolutely 
forbidden for teachers to complain and vent 
in the classroom and to transmit all kinds of 
harmful moods to students.”

What I found interesting about this 
speech was the fact that Mr. Yuan did 
not know or had chosen to forget that his 
country is run on a Chinese interpretation 
of a “Western value”: namely, Maoist Marx-
Leninism (for the given value of Lenin as 
a European).  

Wang: I understand your confusion.  
This incident reminds me of a time when a 

group of Chinese government officials came 
to the University of Minnesota to receive 
training on public administration and public 
policy.  Before the course began, they coolly 
informed the professor, “We are coming 
here to see how you are doing things, but we 
will never adopt a Western-style government 
system.”  And by “Western-style” they 
meant “democratic.” 

Pearman: Well, what on Earth is the 
point of studying administration and policy 
in a Western college if you don’t support 
democracy? 

Wang: I believe they were trying 
to find out if Western-style methods of 
administration were more efficient than 
the ones they were using.  China, you see, 
has become very good at using bits and 
pieces of the Western system to support 
the maintenance of the authority of the 
Party.  It’s something that Chinese have 
been doing ever since the 1860s, and it’s 
best explained by a vital concept called the 
“ti-yong” dichotomy. 

I’ll explain that more fully in a moment.  
But first, think back to when Nixon opened 
China in 1972.  Nixon, guided by Kissinger, 
assumed that he was setting China on the 
road to democracy.  More contact with the 
West would increase democracy’s allure, 
make the forces of liberalization harder 

to resist.  Bill Clinton, encouraged by the 
capitalist reforms and mild liberalizations of 
Deng Xiaoping, made this same assumption 
when he normalized trade relations with 
China.

What these smart men failed to take 
into account was the “ti-yong” dichotomy.  
The “ti-yong dichotomy” is best explained 
this way: China can use practical Western 
ideas, such as jet fighters or stock markets.  
But the guiding principles of China, its “ti,” 
will always stay Chinese, untouched by 
Western influence.  In the 1860s when this 
philosophy was developed, “ti” meant the 
Imperial system and Confucianism.  After 
a brief interlude of comparative intellectual 
freedom during the reign of the Republic 
of China, when “Mr. Democracy and Mr. 
Science” were introduced to the nation by 
Dr. Sun Yat-Sen, “ti” was re-established as 
Marxism, and later, Maoism. 

The “ti-yong” dichotomy was introduced 
after China suffered a crushing defeat in the 
First Sino-Japanese War, its antiquated 
armed forces thoroughly outclassed by the 
Western-trained Japanese.  Though there was 
general agreement that China could learn a 
lot from the West on how to strengthen itself, 
there was very little agreement on how to 
learn, how much to learn and how fast the 
learning could be implemented.  The concern 

was that China should 
not lose its uniqueness 
and traditional values 
as i t  t r ied to craft 
widespread reforms and 
fundamental changes 
throughout the country.

C h i n a  s o u g h t 
to emulate the Meiji 
Restoration that had 
strengthened Japan 
through modernization.  
Similar to the Meiji 
r e s t o r a t i o n ,  t h e 
C h i n e s e  F o r e i g n 
Affairs Movement was 
an attempt to extract 
Western knowledge 
to  bols ter  Chinese 
power.  The principle 
of the movement was 
articulated by Zhang 
Zhidong (張之洞 ) , 
who in 1898 published 
“Exhortation to Study.”  
In it, he insisted on a 
method of relatively 
conservative reform, 

summarized in the phrase “Chinese learning 
for fundamental principles, or ti, and 
Western learning for practical application, 
or yong.” 

After seeing Japan’s great successes, 
China sought to bring in technical experts, 
engineers and manufacturers to acquire 
the knowledge to recreate and adapt 
Western weapons and machines.  Many 
in China believed that the West’s power 
came from its deadly and effective arms 
and warships.  Thus, Imperial officials 
hired experts to build the ships, munitions, 
and other weapons they believed would 
give China the capacity to become a 
great military power.  What they failed 
to realize was that the Meiji Restoration 
also had been founded on building an 
efficient bureaucracy and a parliamentary 
monarchy with a Constitution.  Neither of 
these were introduced in China, nor were 
there educational reforms or a loosening of 
social classes.  And from then on, China’s 
absolute rulers, though willing to accept 
Western guns, science and economics, have 
turned their back on political freedoms.  It’s 
notable that when Deng Xiaoping decided to 
rebuild China after Mao’s death, he did so 
with ‘four modernizations’ taken from the 
West: agriculture, industry, national defense, 
and science and technology.  Some political 
activists also declared the need for a ‘fifth 
modernization’ – democracy – but this was 
not accepted by the CPC.

Pearman: And yet, as we have said, 
Marxism remains a Western idea.  

Wang:  That’s why we need this 
conversation.  Perhaps if people understood 
the contradictions in their own philosophy, 
they would be more open to change of all 
kinds. ♦
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Editor’s note: This is the continuation of the six-part conversation series on doing business with mainland China (excluding Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan) and the Han 
Chinese living within mainland China.  It describes some of the ins and outs of interacting with Chinese individuals or firms in the contexts of cross-border communications and 
negotiations.  Through this conversation, the authors hope to help the business community become aware of the miscommunication that stems from the “parallel universes” the 
American and the Chinese inhabit, to expose the hidden rationales underscoring the official narratives of Chinese history, and to reveal cultural and linguistic misunderstandings 
that frequently occur during the process of finding “common ground.” 

Last month’s conversation on guanxi, the authors discussed what the term meant and how easy it is for Westerners to miss its subtleties.  This month’s conversation on “ti-
yong” differentiates the inherent principles that mold Chinese and Western styles.

Watch for the last installment of the series in the next issue where the authors will discuss additional resources available that will help you gain a greater understanding of 
China and the Chinese way.

Portraits of Lenin and Stalin on the Tiananmen Square in Beijing. Their portraits, as well as portraits of 
Karl Marx and Frederic Engels, are normally displayed during the most important holidays in China. The 
practice lasted until the 1990s. 
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