
POINT OF VIEW

Tibet Through Chinese Eyes
Most  Ch in ese t h i n k  t h e West 's r ea l  a im  is t o den y  t h em  t h e t r iu m ph  t h ey  deser v e
for  t h eir  su ccess.
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Th e r ecent cr isis ov er  th e Oly m pic tor ch  and Tibet  r epr esent  an  epic clash : not ju st  betw een

Tibetans and Beijing , bu t betw een  a  self-congr atu la tor y  Wester n  w or ldv iew  and th e v er y

differ ent v ision  of a  billion -plu s Ch inese. Until Wester n  leader s star t  tr y ing  to u nder stand th e

Ch inese per spectiv e, fr ict ion  is likely  to gr ow , an d th e v ictim s w ill inclu de th e Tibetans

th em selv es—th e v er y  people Wester n  lea der s say  th ey  w ant to pr otect.

A ccor ding  to th e cu r r ent U.S. an d Eu r opean  nar r ativ e, th e popu lar  pr otests in  Tibet  and

elsew h er e w er e entir ely  ju stified. Th e dem onstr ator s pu sh ed a  m or a l cau se: to fr ee th e poor

Tibetans fr om  an  oppr essiv e com m u nist  gov er nm ent. A nd th e Eu r opean  leader s w h o decided

to boy cott  th e Oly m pics' opening  cer em onies, like Ger m an y 's A ngela  Mer kel,  deser v ed

noth in g  bu t pr a ise for  th eir  cou r ageou s stance.

Th e Ch inese v iew  cou ld not be m or e differ ent.

Befor e descr ibing  it ,  h ow ev er , it  is v ita l to

dispel a  m ajor  Wester n  m isconception . Man y

A m er icans and Eu r opeans th ink th at  Ch ina 's

fu r iou s r eaction  to th e pr otests—a r eaction  th at

h as now  in spir ed a  m assiv e boy cott  of Wester n

goods and bu sin esses in  Ch ina—h as been  th e

r esu lt  of m edia  m an ipu lation  an d in for m ation

contr ol by  Beijin g . If on ly  th e Ch inese pu blic

h ad access to r ea l fa cts, Wester n er s th in k,

th eir  a tt itu des w ou ld be differ ent. Th is is a

h u ge m istake. Th e r ea lity  is th at  som e of th e

str on gest  anger  tow ar d th e West  a t  th e

m om ent is com ing fr om  liber a l Wester n -

edu cated Ch inese in tellectu a ls w h o h av e

access to accu r ate in for m ation . Ch ina  today  en joy s th e m ost  com petent gov er na nce it 's ev er

h ad, and its elites ar e in telligent, w ell edu cated an d soph isticated—th e exact  opposite of th e

"goon s and th u gs" descr ibed by  CNN's Jack Caffer ty .

Th e Ch inese ar e so a ngr y  becau se v ir tu a lly  a ll of th em  believ e th at  th e Wester n  pr otests h av e

h ad litt le to do w ith  h u m an r igh ts, Tibet  or  Dar fu r . In stead, th e Ch inese th ink, th e West 's r ea l
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m otiv ation  is to den y  Ch ina  th e tr iu m ph  it  deser v es for  its enor m ou s su ccesses. A ccor ding  to

th is v iew , Wester ner s cann ot stom ach  th e th ou gh t th at  Ch ina  is poised to h old th e best

Oly m pics ev er . Su ch  a  spectacle w ou ld v iv idly  dem onstr ate h ow  pow er  h as sh ifted fr om  West

to East. Th is w ou ld be intoler able, an d th u s A m er ican s and Eu r opeans ar e dead set  on  findin g

som e w ay  to disr u pt  th e Gam es—and if Tibet  or  Dar fu r  w on 't  su ffice, th ey 'll find som e oth er

m eth od. A s sev er a l Wester n-edu cated Ch inese fr iends h av e w h isper ed to m e, "Kish or e, th is is

pu r e r acism . Th e West can not bear  th e th ou gh t of Ch ina 's su cceeding."

Ch inese skepticism  a bou t th e Wester n  com m itm ent to h u m a n r igh ts is w ell fou n ded. In deed,

th er e is som eth ing  ir onic abou t th ose w h o h av e com m itted genocide aga inst  A m er ican

Indians or  A u str a lia n  A bor ig ines now  ca stigatin g  Ch ina  on  Tibet. Fu r th er m or e, Gu an tánam o

—w h ich  A m nesty  In ter national h as descr ibed as "th e gu lag  of ou r  t im es"—plu s A bu  Gh r aib

an d Eu r opean  com plicity  in  Wash ington 's extr aor din ar y  r en dition  pr ogr am  h av e badly

dam aged th e West 's cr edibility  and leg it im acy .

Most Ch inese a lso believ e th at  Tibetans h av e r eceiv ed specia l tr eatm ent fr om  Beijing . A fter

th e disastr ou s Cu ltu r a l Rev olu tion , in  w h ich  a ll Ch inese su ffer ed, Deng Xiaoping  adopted a

m or e pr agm atic appr oach  to th e r egion . Ru in ed r elig iou s sites w er e r epair ed, m on aster ies

w er e r eopen ed, new  m onks w er e a llow ed to join  or der s and th e Tibetan  langu age w as

per m itted to be u sed m or e extensiv ely  th an  befor e. Ch inese leader s believ e th at  Ch ina  h as

exer cised sov er eignty  ov er  Tibet  for  7 00 y ear s now , ev er  sin ce th e Yu an  dy nasty —on e r eason

th e "Fr ee Tibet" slogan  an ger s th em  so m u ch . Th en  th er e's th e r ecent ter r itor ia l

disin tegr ation  of th e Sov iet  Un ion  and m em or ies of h ow  th e West seized Ch in ese ter r itor y  in

th e 1 9 th  cen tu r y : st ill m or e r easons w h y  Ch inese su spicion s r u n  deep.

Wh at r ea lly  fr u str a tes Beijing  is th e West 's appar ent lack of com pr eh en sion  of Ch ina 's a im s for

th e Oly m pics. In  2 005 , Wor ld Ban k h ea d Rober t  Zoellick ca lled on  Ch ina  to becom e a

"r esponsible stakeh older ." Th e Beijin g  Oly m pics w er e m eant  to sy m bolize Ch ina 's w illin gness

to do ju st  th at, and th e Ch inese expected th eir  effor ts to be w elcom ed enth u siastica lly . Bu t

now  m ost Wester n  leader s seem  intent on  slam m ing th e door  in  Beijing 's face instead. Th e

tr agedy  is th at  th is w ill on ly  stoke angr y  Ch inese nationalism , w h ich  h as a lr eady  begu n  to

su r face. A  fir e-br eath ing  Ch inese dr agon  w ill clam p dow n on  Tibet  ev en  h ar der  th an  th e

cu r r en t gov er nm en t h as, w h ich  w ou ld ser v e no one's in ter ests. Th e West 's fa ilu r e to r ecogn ize

th is fact  dem on str ates a  ser iou s fa ilu r e of long-ter m  str ategic th inking.

If Eu r ope's leader s r ea lly  w an t to sh ow  polit ica l cou r age, th ey  sh ou ld a ttend th e Oly m pics'

opening  cer em onies. Doin g  so w ou ld encou r age Ch ina  to open  u p fu r th er  and en gage th e

w or ld. Ov er  t im e, th is w ill liber a lize Ch inese society  and ev en  lead to gr eater  polit ica l and

cu ltu r a l au ton om y  for  th e Tibetans. So far , on ly  on e m ajor  Wester n  leader  h as sh ow n  th e

r equ isite cou r age an d for esigh t: Geor ge W. Bu sh . It  is h oped n u m er ou s leader s fr om  oth er

continents w ill join  h im  in  Beijin g . Wh en th at  h appen s, it  w ill on ly  u nder scor e Eu r ope's

gr ow ing ir r elev ance: a  tr agedy  th at  Eu r opean s ar e br in ging  u pon th em selv es.

Mahbubani is  dean of the Lee Kuan Yew  School of Public Policy in Singapore and the author of
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“The New  Asian Hemisphere.”
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