
averages 30 percent of GDP, a little lower

than the total of federal and state expendi-

ture in the U.S., and the central govern-

ment’s share in this expenditure has

declined in proportion to that of provincial

governments.

Likewise, outsiders tend to assume that

the prestige of the Chinese state is but-

tressed by strong public services. In fact,

the government’s modest public expenditure

greatly limits its capacity to provide educa-

tion, public health care, health and safety

regulation, and environmental protection. An

unelected government does not have the

political authority to increase taxes signifi-

cantly. The principle of “no taxation without

representation,” while not openly voiced in

China, is nonetheless effectively observed.

Economic reform without its political

counterpart has led to a situation in which

the agricultural and private sectors find the

Party, as distinct from the state, largely irrel-

evant to their day-to-day operations and

unrepresentative of their interests. The

Party’s own surveys show how far it has lost

its following and control in the countryside.

As for the cities, the Party had been able to

establish cells in only one percent of private

firms by 2000, and since no independent

labor unions are permitted, the Party’s posi-

tion among urban workers is as parlous as

among peasants and entrepreneurs.

Despite rising standards of living, offi-

cial statistics show a very substantial

increase in social tension, manifested in

the increase in “mass incidents” (sit-ins,

riots, strikes and demonstrations) from

around 10,000 events involving 730,000

participants in 1994 to 74,000 events

involving some 3.7 million individuals in

2004. The reality today is that among the

population at large the Party is at best tol-

erated (because its partial reforms have

brought economic growth) rather than sup-

ported, and its ability to control dissidents

now depends on the repressive apparatus

of the state.

Pei concludes that the negative effects

of the Party’s strategy “will hinder the devel-

opment of the infrastructures conducive to

a peaceful democratic transition. Regime

transition may still be possible, but such a

transition, when it comes, is more likely to

be tumultuous and disruptive.”

While this is indeed the most likely out-

come, the international community needs

to be prepared for a very different possibil-

ity, to which Pei gives too little considera-

tion. It is possible that the prospect of an

impending crisis may galvanize a group

within the top leadership to seize control,

with the backing of a part of the armed

forces, to initiate political as well as eco-

nomic reform. The scenario deserves more

detailed analysis than would be appropriate

here, but four points support its feasibility.

First, it is significant, as mentioned

above, that most of the reports and analy-

ses Pei uses to support his case are from

official Chinese documents, collected by

the Chinese University of Hong Kong, but

published in mainland China. These show

that while the Chinese elite may choose to

ignore the negative effects of their strategy,

they are aware of them. 

Second, the leaders must be equally

aware that in comparison with previous

crises, millions of their subjects are now

better informed of the state of the outside

world, of the nature of democratic systems,

of injustices at home and of the anachro-

nism of China’s autocracy.

Third, the fact that two reform-era Gen-

eral Secretaries, Hu Yaobang and Zhao

Ziyang, were sacked for proposing political

reform shows that the case for this reform

has been understood and advocated by

people at the very highest levels.

Reformists have lost the struggle twice, but

the outcome of another such attempt could

be different if the balance of forces has

changed—and internationally the balance

has changed dramatically since the last

struggle in 1989. When Zhao was dis-

missed, the Soviet Union still existed under

Communist Party rule; since then, the

Soviet Union and its empire have col-

lapsed, and the world’s remaining super-

power is a democracy committed to

promoting democracy around the world.

Fourth, there is a growing risk of a run

on the banking system that could provoke a

financial meltdown. While not a matter of

general public knowledge, this risk is no

secret to the top leadership, which is well

aware of its failure to remedy the underlying

causes of weakness in the banking system.

(In 2003, Standard & Poor’s estimated the

real ratio of non-performing loans in the

system to be 45 percent, more than double

the official figure). From January 1, 2007,

foreign banks will in principle be free to

undertake any kind of business anywhere

in China. They are not expected to rush into

nationwide expansion, but the time will

come when a significant share of deposi-

tors will have a choice between loss-making

state-owned Chinese banks and sound for-

eign banks. If at that point the inability of

domestic banks to meet their liabilities

were to become widely known inside China,

there might well be a bank run that could

cause the collapse of the financial system.

The measures needed to forestall this

situation are so tough that only a democrat-

ically elected government would dare to

undertake them. Alert to the impending

danger of financial collapse, a faction of the

top leadership might secure military (and

perhaps international) backing for a coup to

capture power and mobilize massive popu-

lar support by promising democratic

reform.

Such an operation, while fraught with

danger of domestic and international con-

flict, is by no means inconceivable. Some

Chinese leaders might well see it as prefer-

able to financial implosion, and calculate

that their own political (and financial) for-

tunes could be safeguarded by presenting

themselves as proponents of democracy.

That worked for Yeltsin and his supporters

in Russia, and it could work in China, with

perhaps a better outcome.

Strength in Diversity

A Review of The Chinese in Silicon Valley:

Globalization, Social Networks,

and Ethnic Identity

Bernard P. Wong 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2006

288 pages, $80 (hardback), $32.95

(paperback)

BY JENNIFER WALLING 

AND TINA NGUYEN

The Chinese in Silicon

Valley stakes its claim

as the first study of Chi-

nese high-tech profes-

sionals and their

participation in the local

and global economy.

The book integrates

information about the Chinese communi-

ties in Silicon Valley with their global activi-

ties and strategies for economic success,

to better understand how these diverse
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Chinese groups have established them-

selves in California. 

The author, a professor of anthropology

at San Francisco State University and an

expert in the subjects of entrepreneurship,

globalization and Chinese diaspora commu-

nities, makes the case that “transnational

migrants are “decision makers, doers,

shapers of their own destiny . . . capable of

developing a hybridized identity to adjust to

the world.” 

RESEARCHING MIGRATION 

AND ETHNIC IDENTITY

To support his conclusions, Wong makes

extensive use of primary sources: he inter-

viewed about 100 Chinese from Taiwan,

mainland China, Hong Kong and the

United States, including programmers,

CEOs, engineers and venture capitalists.

Other sources include a group of inform-

ants to check for accuracy and to assist in

analysis; written sources in Chinese and

English, such as newspapers, as well as

census, statistical and biographical data;

and oral and written life histories. Wong

conducted further research by visiting

high-tech companies that employ Chinese

and the offices of professional associa-

tions; he also attended professional meet-

ings, conventions, job fairs and social

activities such as dinner parties and 

weddings.

Wong’s research and analysis address

the following questions:

• What is the nature of the transnational

Chinese community in Silicon Valley?

• How do its members achieve success?

• How have globalization, localization and

the development of technology influ-

enced this group’s social lives and cul-

tural identities in a new land?

• What are the patterns of interaction

between Chinese and the larger 

society?

• What are the social costs of this group’s

transnational lifestyle?

ENLARGING SOCIAL NETWORKS 

TO ADDRESS CHALLENGES

Making the point that there is no single

Chinese diaspora or single Chinese iden-

tity, Wong explores the ways in which

place, technology and cultural heritage

define ethnic groups from Taiwan, Hong

Kong and mainland China. The book analy-

ses how economic globalization and migra-

tion contribute to stratification of the

Chinese in Silicon Valley in terms of birth-

place, wealth, time of arrival, immigration

status and occupation, and how much the

success of these high-tech workers

depends on the timing of their arrival in

the U.S. in relation to the demands of the

market.  

Wong describes the unique qualities of

Silicon Valley’s Chinese, including the range

of reasons for immigrating, their diverse

points of origin and their generally high

level of education. Many first-generation

Chinese-Americans come over as students,

work their way up the corporate ladder, and

choose to become entrepreneurs and ven-

ture capitalists or scientists and engineers.

He also finds that the majority of Chinese in

Silicon Valley speak Mandarin and have a

high likelihood of becoming politically active

in their communities. 

In a lengthy discussion on the impact of

globalization on Silicon Valley’s Chinese-

American communities, Wong explains that

contrary to popular belief, globalization

does not “cause the demise of traditional

culture,” but actually promotes the flow of

Chinese culture to America; the growth of

the Internet has made the latest Chinese

movies, pop songs and magazines readily

available. 

The effects of transnationalism, on the

other hand, are more ambivalent. Wong

finds that it has had a very negative affect

on family life as parents travel back and

forth between China and California on busi-

ness. At the same time, however, transna-

tionalism has had a very positive affect on

the formation of social networking groups,

whether through work, alumni associations,

ethnic communities or within the larger

Asian-American community. Wong explains

that many of these groups have common

goals and concerns, including advocating

against discrimination and for fair wages,

seeking social mobility and sharing experi-

ences in gaining citizenship. These com-

mon concerns also promote political

activism within the Chinese-American com-

munity, with citizens supporting politicians

and policies that consider Chinese-Ameri-

can interests.

Wong documents the strategies of Chi-

nese in Silicon Valley as they grapple with

the glass ceiling phenomenon and pay dis-

parity, the challenges of frequent job

changes and starting a business, returning

to Asia to work and using networks to

organize business in Asia, organizing with

other Asian groups to fight racism and par-

ticipating in American politics to promote

their interests. Wong’s research provides

evidence that the Chinese transnationals

of Silicon Valley have enlarged their social

networks by creating many new organiza-

tions with traditional features, and increas-

ing their participation in community and

local organizations.

Wong works to break down prejudices

and myths about the Chinese in America,

including the notion that all Chinese immi-

grants are successful entrepreneurs. He

documents the ways that Chinese immi-

grants demonstrate their loyalty to their

adopted places; explores the diversity of

the Silicon Valley Chinese and debunks the

stereotype of a monolithic “bamboo net-

work” of which all Chinese are members;

and explains the way in which guanxi are

formed and cultivated to achieve economic

and social goals.

PROMOTING HUMAN RIGHTS 

IN CHINA

This book suggests links between technol-

ogy, human rights and the Chinese commu-

nity in Silicon Valley, revealing that

America’s democratic government, educa-

tion system and living conditions are impor-

tant attractions for the Chinese

transnationals who settle there. Wong also

documents the use of social networks by

Chinese technology immigrants to combat

racism in their workplaces, schools and

communities. While he notes that Silicon

Valley residents from Taiwan, the mainland

and Hong Kong often “separate politics

from economics” when it comes to doing

business, a growing number of social net-

works devoted to political participation and

civic activities are used to establish busi-

ness connections.

While The Chinese in Silicon Valley does

not directly discuss China’s human rights

issues, Wong’s analysis raises a number

of related questions worthy of further

exploration: 

• Given Wong’s finding that many Chinese
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in Silicon Valley appreciate the demo-

cratic government, education system

and living conditions in the U.S., will

Chinese who travel or expatriate to Asia

share Chinese-American values such as

civic participation with their business

partners, communities and families in

China? 

• Wong considers issues related to intel-

lectual property rights, but not as they

relate to international law. How do Chi-

nese-American entrepreneurs, engi-

neers and other technology workers in

Silicon Valley respond to infringement of

intellectual property rights in China? 

• Will Chinese-Americans doing business

in China decide there are economic ben-

efits to the rule of law and create addi-

tional momentum for reforms to China’s

legal system?

Even without exploring these topics,

The Chinese in Silicon Valley is an informa-

tive resource for anyone interested in Chi-

nese diaspora studies, including public

policy leaders and others who wish to tap

into the intellectual and social potential of

this group.

A Second Kind of Optimism: 
An Interview with Guy Sorman 

BY SHARON HOM 

French journalist, econo-

mist and philosopher Guy

Sorman earlier this year

published his new book on

China, L’année du Coq :

Chinois et rebelles, which

will soon be published in

English by Penguin Books

India as The Year of the Rooster: Chinese

Rebellions. Additional editions are planned

in the U.S., Japan, Korea, Argentina and Tai-

wan. Following are some of Sorman’s views

on China.

Sharon Hom (SH): What made you decide

to write this book?

Guy Sorman (GS): Well, the French take on

China is quite “Maoist,” and I wanted to

challenge some of these romanticized

notions of Chinese Communism. I also

wanted to look critically at the so-called

“economic miracle” that is given such

attention in the West. In The Year of the

Rooster I focus on individual voices, people

living in villages and small towns. I also

interviewed what might be the next genera-

tion of Communist leaders, including indi-

viduals at the Shanghai Party School and

Central Disciplinary Committee.

Books on China tend to be by experts

making predictions about the future, but

Year of Rooster is about now. It describes

an economic system that is a “capitalist”

system, but with only one entrepreneur—

the Party—one owner and no real competi-

tion, and no private entrepreneurship.

SH: Your analysis echoes that of Chinese

political commentators such as Hu Ping who

are critical of the Party’s exploitation of

China’s land, resources and people.

GS: The purpose or ambition of the party is

to develop and maintain the power of the

Party and China as one entity. With the con-

centration of wealth in the hands of a small

elite and no trickle-down of the benefits,

what we have is the clear consequence of

developing a strong China, not a genuinely

developed China.

In the area of health, for example,

HIV/AIDS is still a serious problem despite

the money being spent. Photographs of Bill

Clinton with children receiving treatment

simply reflect the Party’s propaganda skills.

The Party has become very sophisticated in

its use of human rights rhetoric, and knows

what to sell to western audiences; it makes

all the right noises, for example issuing a

White Paper on Democracy.

So basically, there are no economic

downsides: foreign investment remains

strong with no reason for it to decline. For-

eign markets will remain open to Chinese

exports. The only threat is the threat of the

collapse of the banks. As the liberal econo-

mist Mao Yushi says, “To lose freedom is

acceptable, but to lose your savings is not

acceptable.”  There is a race now between

the necessary transformation of the bank-

ing system and the descent into bank-

ruptcy.  We need to watch closely what is

happening in the financial sector.

SH: On the political reform front, there has

been increasing attention to the introduction

of local elections, with a number of key over-

seas donors actively supporting these devel-

opments. How do you assess their impact

and the prospects for producing a greater

foundation for democratization?

GS: Let us assume that this sudden pas-

sion for local elections, however primitive

the exercise, is because the Party has

woken up to the growing discontent of 800

million peasants. It is they who sustain the

army of apparatchiks camping in their vil-

lages; on average there is one Party appa-

ratchik for every 20 rural inhabitants, a

proportion growing by the day.

Other observers, neither Communist

nor Chinese, especially those from the Ford

and Carter foundations, which are both very

active in China, feel that local elections

have set an irreversible process in motion:

the Communist Party will eventually loosen

its grip and in the long run be absorbed by

the democratic process. For this reason,

both foundations favor village elections in

China; they provide logistic support and

organisational know-how to the local

authorities that hold elections. This was

the case in Chala, Qinghai Province, where

Party cadres beamed as they told me

Tibetans were a free people. Additionally,

the foundation headed by the former Ameri-

can president Jimmy Carter provided com-

puters to the local government. The

Chinese government is not short of com-

puters, so who is being taken in, a naïve

Carter or the Chinese Communists caught

up in the electoral system?

SH: How do you assess the role of foreign

funders in China?

GS: I have a detailed discussion in my book

about the activities of the Ford Foundation

and the Carter Foundation and why they

have decided to play with the Party. They

are totally naïve to believe that change will

result from their funding of local elections.

They forget that this is a totalitarian regime

– you can’t change it from inside.  What

they are doing is window-dressing – they do

not understand the nature of the regime

and the ambition of the Party, which is to

maintain power. 

Without trying to generalize, the manner

in which village elections are conducted

suggests that the Party is in no mood to

move further down the road to democracy.


