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SCIENCE

A Changing China

ne of the many initiatives fostered by William Carey, Executive Officer of AAAS,

has led to friendly interactions with the Peoples’ Republic of China (PRC). There

have been visits of delegations from the respective countries and symposia with
presentations by Chinese at AAAS annual meetings including the recent one in Philadelphia.
These contacts have provided perspectives on enormous changes that have occurred and are
in process in the PRC. Were recent progress to continue, the country might emerge as a
leading world power early in the next century.

To reach such a status, China has a long way to go. In 1984, its gross national product
was about $450 billion, corresponding to an annual income per capita of about $450. In
addition, the country must recover from nearly 30 years of mismanagement under the
leadership of Chairman Mao. Mao’s lifelong ambition was to serve the people, but his
economic and political leadership led to less food in the stomach of the average Chinese; per
capita grain consumption in 1976 was less than in 1952. This was occurring at a time when
grain yields elsewhere were increasing dramatically. The ruling party’s ideas about the class
struggle led it to exalt and to give favored treatment to workers, peasants, and soldiers.
Intellectuals and technocrats were called “the stinking ninth class.” During the Cultural
Revolution of 1966—-1976, many of the best scientists were sent to do menial labor in the
countryside. When a delegation from AAAS visited China in 1978, the scientists had been
brought back to the universities, but they seemed still in a daze and uncertain about what the
future might bring. The years 1966—-1976 were also times of near total loss for the
production of new scientists and engineers.

But after the death of Mao in 1976, rigid egalitarian policies were gradually modified.
Reforms were introduced first in the rural areas. The commune system was modified and
individual initiative encouraged. From 1979 to 1982, agricultural production increased at
an annual rate of 7.5 percent. In 1984, the production value generated by small rural firms
exceeded $46.5 billion, an increase of 24 percent over 1983, and accounted for 40 percent of
the national agricultural output value. In business egalitarianism is also in the process of
abandonment while private initiative is being permitted. Most units are still owned by the
state, but managers are rewarded for good performance and workers in efficient plants get
higher wages.

The effect of these and related measures has been to improve industrial production.
Annual percentage increases were: in 1981, 3.5; in 1982, 7.8; in 1983, 10.5; in 1984, 13.6;
and in 1985, 17.7. In the first half of 1985, production was at an even higher rate, and
authorities found it necessary to slow the économy somewhat.

In view of the zigzags that have occurred in Chinese political and economic policies, the
future is unpredictable. However, leaders of the Chinese Communist party have repeatedly
stated that in the future, their country must effectively utilize science and technology.
Fundamental basic research is to be supported by a science foundation, but principal
emphasis is to be on applied science and technology. To help make up for the shortfall in
expertise caused by the Cultural Revolution, China has sent about 30,000 students abroad,
as well as more senior scholars.

The Chinese leadership is also completely aware of the relative competence of various
nations in science and technology and seems bent on learning from the best. In consequence,
the United States and Japan are most closely studied as possible models. The Soviet Union is
not. In their drive to improve the status of their country, the Chinese wish to develop a
system of their own, but it will resemble more closely the model of the West than that of
Chairman Mao.

There is no doubt of the competence and high intellectual capacity of many Chinese.
The question that remains is: Will China create and maintain a system that permits the
potential of its citizens to be manifest> —PHiLIP H. ABELSON
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