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June 18, 1998

William J. Clinton

The President of the United States
The White House

1600 Pennsylvania Ave., N.W.
wWashington, D.C. 20500

-

Dear Mr. President:

As you prepare for your visit to China, you might be
interested in the attached memorandum from Harvey Sicherman of
the Foreign Policy Research Institute in Philadelphia, where I am
a trustee. At his request, a U.S. citizen conducted an informal
poll of "average Chinese," both urban and rural, on a whole
series of important questions. While not a scientific survey,
these impressions, in my view, do offer an excellent "snapshot"
of the complex realities in China today. Of particular interest
are:

I (1) the widespread goodwill toward the United States,
tempered by resentment at a "too nosy" foreign policy;

(2) the confidence in Zhu Rongji;

(3) the increasing sense that rule of law was essential
to China’s future.

This latter point seems to me to be the "human right" that
appeals to both justice and efficiency.

I hope you find the memo of interest and wish you a most
successful outcome to this timely and most important visit.

Sincerely yours,
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Memorandum

Foreign Policy Research Institute

To: Inter-University Study Group on U.S.-China Relations
From: Harvey Sicherman %

Date: June 10, 1998

Sabject: Recent Impressions from the People’s Republic of China

Recently, a business traveler to the PRC agreed at my behest to inquire about seven questions from
"average Chinese.” In the course of three weeks, the traveler covered major cities such as Beijing and
Shanghai and several provinces. Queries were put casually, and notes were not taken on the spot but after
the event 50 as not to intimidate anyone. Over fifty people participated, including taxi dnivers, vendors,
and business managers. No officials were involved. The traveler, a native Chinese now living in
America, stressed that those asked questions were, if anything, eager to talk about those subjects well
beyond the time available. No one feared to voice criticisms. What follows, then, can be described as
impressionistic rather than scientific, yet still of great interest.

1) Are Chinese confident in the future, that is, that the economy will continue to improve, that the
society will be stable?

The general view was optimistic but tinged with expectations of hardship. The people involved phrased
their answers in terms of personalities. Zhu Rongji is clearly the hero of the hour, regarded as strong,
“clean,” and headed in the right direction. His plans were described as the "only way forward,” not likely
to be entirely achieved but still worth the effort. Once opened, this drawer (privatization of the economy)
could not be closed. Moreover, Zhu was the "only one without a dirty ass." Some respondents went so far
as to contrast the smiles in the photographs of Zhu, his staff, and those around him (“sincere™) with those
of the much less popular Jiang Zemin ("artificial"). Zhu, however, has significant opposition from the
party of the “princes,” the children of high-ranking officials deeply involved in corruption. His life had
been threatened, and one respondent reported a conversation where various princes had discussed ways of
assassinating him. Another believed that Zhu was "out of touch" with reality. Few regarded the projected
growth rates as meaningful; they would be "adjusted” to meet political objectives.

2) Do they see China "opening up” still further to international investment?

There was a sharp contrast between the coastal provinces and the more rural interior, where many Chinese
were still quite ignorant of the rest of the world. But all respondents viewed such "opening up" to both
investment and contact with other nations as crucial to China's future.

3) Is confidence increasing in the legal system or is corruption growing worse?

There is little confidence in the legal system, but much greater awareness of its defects. Corruption is
growing worse, because it is becoming more subtle and entrenched. An example was cited of how a
private company had wined, dined, and bedded a high-ranking military official to obtain contracts that the
company expected to fulfill with shoddy goods. The list of bribes included exotic fruit, liquor, massage
women (some university graduates), prostitutes (a separate category from the massage profession), and
cash. In this case, 40,000 RNB had been spent to gain a return of 100,000 RNB in the first stage of the
contract; expenses would be recovered by raising prices at later stages.



4) Do they expect a less dictatorial government, or do they hope only for a little more honesty and
effictency?

Money was everything. The government was widely corrupt and worse, in the opinion of some, its
officials were ignorant and inept. The Chinese people did not have many individual rights or freedomn by
U.S. standards, but they were vastly better off than before. One respondent quoted Zhu: "Complaints are
everywhere." But the attitude in the countryside seemed to be that the government in Beijing hardly
mattered, and that people would continue in their way regardless of the central government's plans. This
seemned to be the attitude even of migrant workers who had come to the city to make money: the so-called
"floating work force,” some fifteen of whom were encountered by chance by our traveler. There was also
a surpnising sense that people were being “freed” by the government to make their own choices. While
several stories were told of unemployed people who committed suicide, their despair was attributed to a
sense of parsonal failure rather than blamed on the government. Even the loss of lifetime work meant new
choices: where to work, reawakening one's creativity, eaming one's way. One example: a professional
couple, members of the Academy of Sciences, were deeply dismayed that their son, trained as a
horticulturist, had chosen to become a driver for a private company's executive. Yet his income was much
higher, high enough to allow his wife not to work. The parents now approved of his courage.

5) Is the United States popular? Do people see the U.S. as a potential or actual opponent of China?

The United States is very popular but not well understood. A great reservoir of historic good will exists.
Respondents suggested that relations between China and the U.S. should resemble those between
neighboring provinces, i.e., part of a larger common interest. Every respondent, however, regarded U.S.
foreign policy as "too nosy"; to use the pungent Shanghai expression, Washington acted like an err niang
Jjiu ("mother’s second brother" or "uncle number two") the hectoring older relative who had no business
telling people how to behave. Several respondents expressed astonishment at the idea that the U.S. should
be seen as a potential or actual opponent of China. This, they thought, was very far-fetched.

6) Does the fature of Talwan matter? Is this a matter of the highest importance?

Every respondent said that Taiwan mattered little; many other things were more important. But all agreed
that if Taiwan declared independence, China should make war to prevent it because this threatened the
"integrity" of the country. When it was pointed out that this might bring the U.S. and China to blows,
respondents thought such a result ridiculous. The real solution to the Taiwan problem, in their view, was
change in China itself that would make unification attractive to the island. Many respondents expressed a
low opinion of the Taiwanese; one said they were "cheap” and regarded a "penny" like a "full table.”

7) What is the single biggest change they would like to see in China?

The city people wanted an end to corruption. All wanted a more professional, capable burcaucracy; one
even said that corruption would be tolerable if officials were efficient. The rural people wanted more

"opening to the world" so that they could learn more and eliminate reliance on officials for information.
All thought the rule of law to be a crucial change that China needed to become a totally modern society.

Conclusion By g
On the eve of President Clinton's visit to the PRC, the Chinese "man in the street” seems optimistic: China
is moving forward, despite expectation of difficulties; at least one honest, competent leader can be found
in Beijing (Zhu); there is much greater freedom than ever before; money can be made and kept; there are
no foreign threats; the U.S. is friendly if too nosy; and Taiwan does not matter much so long as the status
quo is sustained.

There is a darker side. Society lacks a public ethic; corruption is endemic; individualism runs rampant;
too much depends on a "great leader”; the economy seems volatile rather than stable; the U.S. is not well



understood; and one senses an emotional nationalism easily ignited. On the Taiwan issue in particular, it
appears that for the average Chinese, Taiwan is a minor matter so long as the status quo prevails, but rises
to an issue of national security and prestige if there should be a change in the direction of independence.
There does not seem to be major public pressure to "do something" about Taiwan. Instead, people were
intent on changing the economy of the mainland.

Overall, then, the PRC emerges from this snapshot as very much a work in progress, its enormous reserves
of individual creativity finally coming into play but with few solid institutions or rules to create a
successor to a fading dictatorship.
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We would be honored if President and Mrs. Clinton were able to join us at the event, but realize
that their schedules may not permit this. However, if possible, we would still like them to agree
to serve as Honorary United States Chairs.

-

\
Pleas}‘fcel free to contact me at (212) 940-4245 if you have any questions.

Sincerely yours,

Lot At
Jagyf Lividini  (ng,)

SAKS FIFTH AVENUE




