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Abstract:

This article highlights and explores central features of the media representation of the changing Chinese economy in the 21st century and posits a hypothesis of inference concerning the interaction between mediated commentaries of international economies within the context of globalisation. These inferences are threefold: firstly, contrary to expectation, the visibility of nations within the Western network of global mediation is largely unrelated to financial performance; secondly, the growth of militarism is an indicator of financial stress; and thirdly, that structural changes in the Chinese economy reconfigure the relationship between Chinese nationalism and globalisation. The methodology employed in this essay is qualitative and analytical.  It is based on inductive and deductive inferences following from interpretative and critical readings of business, communication and humanities literatures derived from both print-based and internet searches.
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Writing in Newsweek at the beginning of the new millennium, Jonathan Spence in his article ‘The Planet of the Yellow Emperor’ made the global repercussions to the changes from communism to the Chinese economy and civil structure towards a market socialist economy at the turn of the millennium read like an advertisement for a James Bond film, in what American anthropologist Arjun Appadurai might call the international ‘mediascape’, writing: “China competes aggressively in all international markets for the latest nuclear, rocket and undersea technologies, and are steadily acquiring the potential to reach around the globe.” (Spence, 2000, p. 2)  Arguably, this image had already been scripted in the popular culture of the West by the first James Bond film Dr No, in 1961. Ostensibly a comment on the Chinese acquisition of the totems of international military prestige, Spence simultaneously portrays Chinese internationalism as something secret, subterranean, deadly and finger-pointing, with the descriptive threat told within the West of a renegade foreign intelligence, which is independent from, yet falls underneath, the genderised surveillance of the Western media gaze. 
Perhaps less subtly it also asks the reader to consider an aspect of globalisation termed the ‘visibility hypothesis’ – which holds that dominant global nations are also the most visible nations, not only in terms of media coverage but in terms of the emblems and signatures of trade. However, the failure of the media to make simple causative links between war, threat of war and the effects on business are an abrasive irony that pervades the relativistic and neutralising ‘face’ of cultural and economic representation in international relations. Indeed, the visibility of China in the Western media is not proportional to its status as the world’s largest global exporter (McCormack, 2006, para. 2) Furthermore, the economists Daron Acemoglu of MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology) and Pierre Yared of Columbia University examined the growth of international trade between 1988 and 2007 and the rise of militarism over the same time frame. As they relate in a paper published by the National Bureau of Economic Research in 2010, there is a correlation between increase in military spending and a below-average increase in trade (Acemoglu & Yared, 2010, p.1) Put simply, militarism is bad for business; media representations of militarism are likely to decrease the desire for trade.
If Chinese globalised influence is to reach ‘equal footing among nations’, then the West watches with a form of relentless fascination the modernisation of the Chinese economy. To the West, this is like viewing a miraculous birth, the Chinese juggernaut - massive, self contained and formerly ‘quiet’ - will erupt in a cacophony of noise in the 21st century, for which the West must take some structural responsibility. Perhaps in the psyche of the West, China can trade culturally on the vestiges of socialism which pervade liberal democracies. This would bode well for Western tolerance, even fascination with the Chinese but this is tempered also with a fear; cultural fear of overwhelming population numbers and political fears that the emerging modernised Chinese economies will simply undercut Western economies, because they are perceived as being less bound by the systems of regulatory checks and balances, on Intellectual property rights, for example, which keep Western economies in precarious internal economic check. That the West also implements dependence strategies whereby a foreign culture is rendered economically beholden to the IMF (International Monetary Fund) for structural aid through large and unrepayable loan schemes has been well documented by Immanuel Wallerstein since the 1980s (Wallerstein, 1984).  This raises two questions: firstly, will the ‘dependency’ model be repeated in China or will governmental intervention in Beijing insure that foreign ownership is regulated in Chinese interests? Secondly, will this intervention signal a wholesale adoption of a globalising economic strategy or will national and cultural interests seek to preserve, limit or postpone transformation of the Chinese political and cultural identity?

The Chinese accession to the WTO (World Trade Organisation) in 2001 signalled a willingness to engage with the rest of the world in trade terms agreed between the Chinese and the representatives of the International community of the WTO but furthermore it indicated a willingness on the part of the Chinese to engage with an international community dominated by Europe and America in which cultural production and the knowledge economy play both tangible and intangible economic and social roles. More recently, the passing of the ‘PRC Property Law’ on March 16, 2007 by a meeting of the Tenth People’s Congress meant that the socialist market economy had taken a further step forward, it had assumed a structural complicity with the Western model of property ownership, and correspondent with this, the will to reform a political organisation and cultural revolution 50 years in the making and in so doing expose China to the constitutional, regulatory, cultural, economic and social concerns of other nations. Seeking to distinguish itself from successive revolutions in the twentieth century, the first decade of the 21st century arguably will for the Chinese nation see the most far-reaching and longest-lasting revolution of all.

It is significant that the Chinese communist revolution of 1949 was termed a ‘cultural revolution’ whereas in the Western model of neo-liberal democracy which is more clearly based on laissez-faire capitalism, there has been no corresponding ‘social revolution’ since American independence in 1782 and the storming of the Bastille in 1789. Thus, for the West the culture industry is formed from the ground up, and culture seen as a ‘by-product’ of economics, whereas the socialist revolution of Mao’s China did not separate the two. Similarly, economic globalisation which has been characterised by monopolistic homogeneity even if also by cultural difference, is increasingly a complex inter-weaving as these two concepts are brought together within the knowledge economy and under the occidental media gaze - Western media constructions of the Chinese other. Whilst as Edward Said has pointed out, the Orient “has helped define the West as a contrasting image, idea, personality or experience”, being an integral part of European material civilization and culture, globalisation brings these contrasts under increasing visibility, normalizing and internalising them (Said, 1995, p. 1-2).

More than this the current low-visibility or ‘hesitance’ of the Western media gaze with globalised recognitions of China is based on something both more and less than a history of ‘conflicting’ ideological economic and social structure and the fact that there are so many discriminations to make of typologies and forms within Chinese culture. The English writer John Buchan first framed this in 1922: “The earth is seething with incoherent power and unorganised intelligence. Have you ever reflected on the case of China? There you have millions of quick brains stifled by trumpery crafts.” (Buchan cited in Said, 1995, p. 251) Western cultural engagement with China after the millennium is, I suggest, a little like entering a new geo-political relationship with a form of anticipatory regret - regret for spread of Western values, individualism, freedom, capitalism - which may radically alter traditional and twentieth century Chinese culture beyond recognition. This regret is in part sewn by the cultural memory of previous colonial-imperial relationships, arguably a form of subconscious cultural mirroring which the West invests in the media representations of its others. China is of course (excepting Cuba), the largest socialist market ‘experiment’ that the world has ever known. Under incremental regimes of Western globalisation, do we really want to repeat the cultural and economic disparities of another America within China? Is it not better to be less materialistic in a society which will not judge you for being so, according to Western standards of discrimination? There is a complex pattern of intercultural recognition and misrecognition in this culturescape of hesitancy which characterises contemporary Western media representations of China. Clearly, something is preventing the Western media from representing China simply as a land of vast opportunity or indeed as a new ‘land of the free’.
That the rules of engagement with China had changed for Australia’s Prime Minister was signalled in the Sydney Morning Herald’s report of Apr 12, 2008, in which Kevin Rudd expounded the concept of ‘zhengyou’ to Chinese officials. ‘Zhenyou’ describes a state of the true friend who dares to disagree, or “a partner who sees beyond immediate benefit to the broader basis of continuing profound, sincere friendship.” (Rudd cited in Barme, 2008, p. 35) The concept of harmony (hexie) was also extended to include the ‘magnanimity of pluralism’, a desire for mutual understanding and respect despite a history of cultural and political difference. In this way the Chinese culturescape of globalisation accedes to an occidental media construction in which a diplomatic hesitancy enshrouds differences of political construction. In this formulation, friendship may become a political lever which comprises a private and public distinction, and which echoes unspoken globalised sub-texts of international relations such as those explored with Vietnamese relations in Graham Greene’s The Quiet American (1955) in which one ideology envelopes another. A friend has the courtesy to be objective in public and yet cultural worlds may draw closer in private, suggesting both political caution and a potential sub-text of cultural collusion.

China is attractive to the West.  Aside from Cuba, it is the latest and last socialist nation to convert to a market socialism model. Apart from economic interests this offers tremendous social and cultural opportunities also. But there is also the hesitancy of cultural exploration, guided not only by the regulating watch of Chinese beaurocracy and Western economic diplomacy but also the popularist experience and observation of Western cultural forms as they are interpreted by the Chinese (and mediated by Western advertising agencies and the culture industry of artists, writers, planners and officials). These throw into relief new interpretations, hybridties, assemblages, resistances and complicities. 
I wager not only the obvious point that an economic transaction is often far easier to make than a cultural one but also by the reminder to the West that the Chinese way of life is at least officially, structurally and well as culturally and historically, different from the norms and assumptions of cultural interaction in the West. There is reverse-projection of regret too that the technological success of the Western model will transform what is perceived as the customary practices of the Chinese, collapsing the valences of accumulated cultural tradition at the same time as it renders the Chinese obscures the centuries of quiet cultural evolution on the part of the China. This mediascape of cultural transformation is two-way. John Tomlinson hints at this figure of Chinese globalised nationalism in his description of the small fashion boutique Mu Zhen Liao in the Dong An shopping centre in Wang Fu Jing, Beijing: “Here, young, discriminating and upwardly mobile Beijingers come to choose clothes, not from designer labels of the West, but ‘classical’ Chinese clothing: elegant qipaus, cheongsams and finely tailored jackets in beautiful silks and other fabrics . . . The young women wearing them in the streets will turn as many heads amongst the locals as amongst Western tourists.” (Tomlinson, 2008, p. 75) In this configuration the Deng Xiaoping ‘open door’ policy is a gateway to Chinese nationalism within a globalised Western media gaze.

However, this hasn’t always been the case. The Western media gaze is a relatively new entrant into the Chinese regime of state surveillance.  Mao Zedong’s reign as Chairman of the PRC from 1954-1959 was marked by what might be termed an ‘internal xenophobia’. As Patrick E. Tyler puts it: “Once in power, Mao created a new society based on a culture of mass espionage, in which self-criticism, the very art of being Maoist, provided the means to monitor and control the masses.  In Mao’s China, everyone became an informer and enforcer of a single standard of behavior. The instinct to inform and report to ‘the leaders’ remains powerful in China today. . .” (Tyler, 1997, p. 1) It is ironic that the socialist market place of Chinese communism provided impetus for the Western media to practice a form of historical detachment (a globalizing ‘birds eye view’ of histories and peoples) in which what was announced by Chinese officials in Beijing as a ‘cultural revolution’ during the Cold War period, the West regarded as a form of backward totalitarianism. China hardly features in the film Tomorrow Never Dies which appeared in 1997, the same year Tyler wrote his appraisal of the former Chinese cultural xenophobia under Chairman Mao with the title ‘There is no Chinese James Bond, so far’, although it features in the Spottiswoode film as a highly desirable market of boundless opportunity that must be saved from Western exploitation. Media gloss aside, globalization in 2010 figures in Chinese national identity as part of the inexorable capitalist revolution which offers to restructure and re-imagine Chinese culture most radically. 

Despite the advances of globalization since Chinese accession to the WTO in 2001, the project of Chinese nationalism remains unfinished. So why is China so doubly enabled by the media gaze of globalization at the West’s moment of hesitant cultural recognition? Precisely because it offers the globalised West a site of enormous cultural difference. As Arif Dirlik has put it: “. . . capitalist modernity, in its globalization, has had to interiors cultural difference as part of its very constitution: one fundamental consequence of which has been to compromise its identification with Euro-American models of modernity, which provided an earlier modernization discourse with teleological power.” (Dirlik, 2002, p. 17) Thus the West may contain multiple modernities; many forms of fragmentation though ostensibly unified by the agentic ideologies of capitalism. For the West, China offers not only to extend and re-imagine these orders of difference but also to recombine them in structurally coherent ways. 

Whilst China may court an engagement with globalization through the exchange of goods and services, it also engages with the possibilities of cultural representation offered by the technologies and mediascapes of the West. China does so knowing that its own model of national unification may evolve from state socialism to state marketism, the next phase of which will be a form of capitalist nationalism in which the visible body of Chinese culture may be exposed to the ‘ravages’ as well as to the opportunities of globalisation. A question arises: How is China to avoid what will potential offer a hollowed victory, a vision of itself as a national entity whose fragmentations and multiplicities and orders of cultural difference are rendered more visible to itself only through the cultural lens of globalization? Or is the emptiness of this globalised self-reflection any less hollow than that at the very centre of Twentieth Century Chinese modernist symbolic capital, the Mausoleum of Mao Zedong in Tiananmen Square?
What is clear is that the relinquishment of socialism may also contain great confidences in Chinese cultural plurality, were China to overcome its long history of nationalist insularity. As Dirlik also points out, the “domestication of colonialism and imperialism into the interior of Chinese modernity serves also to displace the revolution of 1949 from the center to the margins of history.” (Dirlik, 2002, p. 27) The promise of economic and political modernization from communism could not be fulfilled as it restricted extra-cultural as well as extra-territorial growth. This is ironic as a healthy culture itself may in the end be the main determinate of economic growth. What Dirlik calls shallow modernism, the bankruptcy of a culture vacated of meaning is possibly avoided in the Chinese context by the phoenix-like emergence of market socialism from the shell of a modernist mid-twentieth century communism. Chinese culture is too diverse and historically internally focused to merely ‘imitate’ Western culture.
Thus there are two main models of globalization. The first is what Tomlinson calls the penetration of the mundane, formerly distinguished cultural referents into the “. . . local/globalizing media and communications technologies – television, mobile phones, email, Internet, transformation of the local into the ‘international’ food cultures.” (Tomlinson, 2008, p. 273)  This model assumes that to communicate with and be mediated by modern technologies signals a homologous complicity with an international culture with a limited ‘symbolic capital’. The second argument is that globalization involves the exposure of differences, corresponding there is an ‘exposure differential’ in which the greater a rarity becomes known the more demand is placed on its consumption or experience. Must then the endpoint of cultural difference be theorized as fracture or are there other non materialist global human commons such as emotion, empathy delivered through negotiation and expression of  identity in culture and the arts as well as through business which may absorb, transcend and resist the will for consumption of similarities alone? It is an irony of globalization that cultural difference may be sought through it rather than by it.

What then becomes of nationalism in the age of globalization? One the one hand nationalism can be the refuge for essentialist notions of physical culture and the identity politics which defines them. This gains potency from its external as well as internal politics of difference if globalization is to be understood as that which promotes a similarity between manufactured goods – a homogenous built environment involving the products of cultural representation. Cultural relativism is the writer’s symptom of globalization. The danger becomes that just as there is a similarity of manufactured goods – a homogenous built environment under globalization, the values of cultural and nationalistic difference will also erode, leaving only the hyper-celebration of the corporatised individual. This inward turn produces the appeal to general humanity – but this can never be mistaken for ‘glocalization’, for just as the Subway franchise, for example, is not itself objectively understood as the agent of neoliberalism (rather a business performing to capitalist principles within local national and regional conditions in a global franchise), people may share a common dignity as members of a species that transcend the politics of national boundaries. For the citizen, nationalism is therefore seen to be something negotiated between the experience of the individual in a particular time and place and the globalising tendency to place that experience in a relativist or homogenous context with corresponding diffusion of experience. 

There are two main ways in which the occidental Western media gaze may be configured which may point to limitations in some cultural theorising about representation of national identities in globalized media. The first of these is to objectify or fix the reality of the other; the second is to render the other as an object of its own aesthetic control and interpretation by manipulating the politics of social desire. Taking the first of these cultural strategies is problematic in the Chinese context. If the “. . . clinical ordering of the material world is a very Western conceit that presages the revival of fascist aesthetics”, as Ogbechie puts it, then there are counter-ideologies at work in the Chinese situation of market socialism. (Ogchebie, 2005, p. 4)  If the Western model attempts to control the other in its own image at the same time as using the other to liberate the self, then in the Chinese context the West finds in China a cultural already regimented and controlled. The attempt to liberate the other and in so doing to reflect to the Western self the positive image of this liberation must be enfolded in two ideologies, the order of Western neo-liberalism and the Chinese market socialism. 

In conclusion, the second strategy of aesthetic control is the strategy which operates more readily in contemporary China, in which the occidental Western media gaze is “ . . . deeply invested in the fabrication of a modernity that linked Europe to an ethically superior aesthetics grounded in erotic relations, thereby allying the anxieties of cultural relativism”, as Donald Preziosi puts it. (Preziosi, 2005,  p. 1)  The purpose of the latter is to prevent Europe, America and the West (and Christendom) from reduction to one reality among many, as well as co-opting the other in the image of the self as malleable object of Western media representation in a variable co-operative strategy of globalisation. Chinese entry into the global mediascape will involve a negotiation of the rights of the individual in the collective, a re-examination of national identities comprised of complex patterns of recognition, misrecognitions and cultural hesitancy which -- like the neutrinos of Quantum physics -- are the result of two different ideological state structures with historically different cultural-political ‘spins’ interacting  within the Western media gaze.
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