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I was in Beijing’s bidding for the Olympic Games. I was representing the Shanghai
Expo. I saw China embracing the world and vice versa. But then sometimes I’m thinking,
what is today’s young generation up to? How are they different, and what are the differences
they are going to make to shape the future of China, or at large, the world? So today I want
to talk about young people through the platform of social media. First of all, who are they?
[What] do they look like? Well this is a girl called Guo Meimei—20 years old, beautiful.
She showed off her expensive bags, clothes and car on her microblog, which is the Chinese
version of Twitter. And she claimed to be the general manager of Red Cross at the Chamber
of Commerce. She didn’t realize that she stepped on a sensitive nerve and aroused national
questioning, almost a turmoil, against the credibility of Red Cross. The controversy was so
heated that the Red Cross had to open a press conference to clarify it, and the investigation
is going on.

So far, as of today, we know that she herself made up that title—probably because
she feels proud to be associated with charity. All those expensive items were given to
her as gifts by her boyfriend, who used to be a board member in a subdivision of Red
Cross at Chamber of Commerce. It’s very complicated to explain. But anyway, the public
still doesn’t buy it. It is still boiling. It shows us a general mistrust of government or
government-backed institutions, which lacked transparency in the past. And also it showed
us the power and the impact of social media as microblog.

Microblog boomed in the year of 2010, with visitors doubled and time spent on it

tripled. Sina.com, a major news portal, alone has more than 140 million microbloggers. On
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Tencent, 200 million. The most popular blogger—it’s not me—it’s a movie star, and she
has more than 9.5 million followers, or fans. About 80% of those microbloggers are young
people, under 30 years old. And because, as you know, the traditional media is still heavily
controlled by the government, social media offers an opening to let the steam out a little bit.
But because you don’t have many other openings, the heat coming out of this opening is
sometimes very strong, active and even violent.

So through microblogging, we are able to understand Chinese youth even better. So
how are they different? First of all, most of them were born in the 80s and 90s, under the
one-child policy. And because of selected abortion by families who favored boys to girls,
now we have ended up with 30 million more young men than women. That could pose a
potential danger to the society, but who knows; we’re in a globalized world, so they can
look for girlfriends from other countries. Most of them have fairly good education. The
illiteracy rate in China among this generation is under 1%. In cities, 80% of kids go to
college. But they are facing an aging China with a population above 65 years old coming
up with seven-point-some percent this year, and about to be 15% by the year of 2030. And
you know we have the tradition that younger generations support the elders financially, and
taking care of them when they’re sick. So it means young couples will have to support four
parents who have a life expectancy as to 73 years old.

So making a living is not that easy for young people. College graduates are not in
short supply. In urban areas, college graduates find the starting salary is about 400 US
dollars a month, while the average rent is above 500. So what do they do? They have to
share space—squeezed in very limited space to save money— and they call themselves
“tribe of ants”. And for those who are ready to get married and buy their apartment, they
figured out they have to work for 30 to 40 years to afford their first apartment. That ratio in
America would only cost a couple five years to earn, but in China it’s 30 to 40 years with
the skyrocketing real estate price.

Among the 200 million migrant workers, 60% of them are young people. They find
themselves sort of sandwiched between the urban areas and the rural areas. Most of them
don’t want to go back to the countryside, but they don’t have the sense of belonging.
They work for longer hours with less income, less social welfare. And they’re more
vulnerable to job losses, subject to inflation, tightening loans from banks, appreciation of
the renminbi, or decline of demand from Europe or America for the products they produce.
Last year, though, an appalling incident in a southern OEM manufacturing compound

in China: 13 young workers in their late teens and early 20s committed suicide, just one
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by one like causing a contagious disease. But they died because of all different personal
reasons. But this whole incident aroused a huge outcry from society about the isolation,
both physical and mental, of these migrant workers.

For those who do return back to the countryside, they find themselves very welcome
locally, because with the knowledge, skills and networks they have learned in the cities,
with the assistance of the Internet, they’re able to create more jobs, upgrade local agriculture
and create new business in the less developed market. So for the past few years, the coastal

areas, they found themselves in a shortage of labor.
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The world is changing with really remarkable speed. If you look at the chart at
the top here, you’ll see that in 2025, these Goldman Sachs projections suggest that the
Chinese economy will be almost the same size as the American economy. And if you look
at the chart for 2050, it’s projected that the Chinese economy will be twice the size of the
American economy, and the Indian economy will be almost the same size as the American
economy. And we should bear in mind here that these projections were drawn up before the
Western financial crisis.

A couple of weeks ago, I was looking at the latest projection by BNP Paribas for when
China will have a larger economy than the United States. Goldman Sachs projected 2027.
The post-crisis projection is 2020. That’s just a decade away. China is going to change
the world in two fundamental respects. First of all, it’s a huge developing country with a
population of 1.3 billion people, which has been growing for over 30 years at around 10% a
year.

And within a decade, it will have the largest economy in the world. Never before in
the modern era has the largest economy in the world been that of a developing country,

rather than a developed country. Secondly, for the first time in the modern era, the dominant
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country in the world—which I think is what China will become—will be not from the West
and from very, very different civilizational roots.

Now, I know it’s a widespread assumption in the West that as countries modernize,
they also westernize. This is an illusion. It’s an assumption that modernity is a product
simply of competition, markets and technology. It is not. It is also shaped equally by history
and culture. China is not like the West, and it will not become like the West. It will remain
in very fundamental respects, very different. Now the big question here is obviously, how
do we make sense of China? How do we try to understand what China is? And the problem
we have in the West at the moment, by and large, is that the conventional approach is that
we understand it really in Western terms, using Western ideas. We can’t. Now I want to offer
you three building blocks for trying to understand what China is like, just as a beginning.

The first is this: that China is not really a nation-state. Okay, it called itself a nation-
state for the last hundred years, but everyone who knows anything about China knows it’s a
lot older than this. This was what China looked like with the victory of the Qin Dynasty in
221 BC at the end of the Warring States Period—the birth of modern China. And you can
see it against the boundaries of modern China. Or immediately afterward, the Han Dynasty,
still 2000 years ago. And you can see already it occupies most of what we now know as
Eastern China, which is where the vast majority of Chinese lived then and live now.

Now what is extraordinary about this is, what gives China its sense of being China,
what gives the Chinese the sense of what it is to be Chinese, comes not from the last
hundred years, not from the nation states period, which is what happened in the West, but
from the period, if you like, of the civilization-state. I’'m thinking here, for example, of
customs like ancestral worship, of a very distinctive notion of the state, likewise, a very
distinctive notion of the family, social relationships like guanxi, Confucian values and so
on. These are all things that come from the period of the civilization-state. In other words,
China, unlike the Western states and most countries in the world, is shaped by its sense of
civilization, its existence as a civilization-state, rather than as a nation-state. And there’s
one other thing to add to this, and that is this: Of course we know China’s big, huge,
demographically and geographically, with a population of 1.3 billion people. What we often
aren’t really aware of is the fact that China is extremely diverse and very pluralistic, and
in many ways very decentralized. You can’t run a place on this scale simply from Beijing,
even though we think this to be the case. It’s never been the case.

So this is China, a civilization-state, rather than a nation-state. And what does it mean?

Well, I think it has all sorts of profound implications. I’ll give you two quick ones. The
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first is that the most important political value for the Chinese is unity, is the maintenance of
Chinese civilization. You know, 2000 years ago, Europe: breakdown—the fragmentation of
the Holy Roman Empire. It divided, and it’s remained divided ever since. China, over the
same time period, went in exactly the opposite direction, very painfully holding this huge

civilization, civilization-state, together.
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It is an honor, indeed a privilege, to be here today to speak about a topic that we
cherish so much both as the chair of African Union as well as the leader of a country that
attaches great significance to its strategic partnership with China.

BFSU is not only one of the most outstanding institutions of higher learning but, it is
an anchor to China’s diplomatic and people-to-people relations with the rest of the world.

We are happy to be associated with such a prestigious institution that teaches over 50
foreign languages of which two are African and two more African languages are on the pipe
line, including Ethiopia’s working language “Amharic”.

I congratulate BFSU on its success.

During the last decade, Africa has achieved remarkable economic growth amidst the
global economic crisis. Among the ten fastest growing economies in the world, six are from
Africa, and this year’s economic projection also indicates this trend will indeed continue.
The robust economic growth that Africa has been registering is all the more impressive as it
has helped lift millions of citizens out of poverty.

Africa’s potential is quite enormous. Africa now has nearly one billion people with
a growing middle class—a huge market in its own right. Over 60% of the world arable
uncultivated land is to be found in Africa, and it still enjoys an abundant wealth of
natural resources. In the light of the young and easily trainable labor force that we have
in abundance in the continent, Africa simply represents a wide array of opportunities for
international investors that will certainly guarantee a higher return on investment. As the
youngest continent, Africa has a great deal to offer and the prospect for success is nothing
short of astounding.

Africa is indeed growing. As you may all know, Africa’s traditional growth story was
mainly characterized by rising prices for primary commodities, which had long proved
neither sustainable nor inclusive, instead rendering the African State a virtual predatory

institution. What is so reassuringly different about current growth spiral, however, is that
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there is more and more economic diversification, with many small and micro enterprises
engaged in productive sectors of the economy, thereby contributing to an equitable growth.
There is every reason to believe that Africa is indeed the next growth pole.

Excellencies,

Ladies and gentlemen,

What Africa and China have today is a new type of strategic partnership. It is new
because unlike partnerships that Africa had in the past this one is based on mutual respect
and benefit; and strategic because it focuses primarily on structural transformation of
African economies, from agrarian to industrial, and from fragmented to integrated markets.

In the last few decades, Chinese support to Africa has brought about significant
changes in the economies of individual African countries. Many have undertaken huge
infrastructural projects thanks to China’s strategic partnership which is not only predictable,
but also win-win. The rapid economic growth in China has also fuelled an increase in the
price of commodities, thereby helping increase the revenues of many African countries.
Many Chinese companies are also in Africa working in a number of projects. Needless to
say, Chinese presence in Africa has had a benign influence in more ways than one.

There is, however, more to Africa-China strategic partnership than the traditional
relations that many other countries also have had with Africa. Our strategic partnership
with China is rather about China’s place in Africa’s newfound growth narrative and the
contribution China has made and continues to make in ensuring that this is indeed a
mutually beneficial partnership.

This is also justified by the traditional friendship between China and Africa. China
had always been on the side of Africa during the trying times of anti-colonial struggles. It
is also a source of satisfaction to note that China is working so closely with Africa in its
struggle against poverty and underdevelopment. FOCAC is such an exemplary and unique
framework of partnership between China and Africa.

It is true that over the last few decades, Africa has had relations with other countries
that had for large part been based on the exploitation of natural resources and the provision
of handouts in the form of humanitarian aid and development support attached to political
strings, conditionalities based, as it were, on double standard and matrix of selectivity.
Africa’s relations with western financial institutions was largely characterized by an overly
politicized dictation of terms that saw many African States abdicating functional authority
and policy autonomy in the name of policies that were meant to promote orthodoxies

of market fundamentalism. The reforms pushed by these institutions did, if anything,

e




T < (. Tl

#5% FEREF—WSHNTE

contribute to the de-industrialization of African economies. Relations were based on
inequality and what little was done for Africa paled in comparison to what was done to it.
It is in this context that Africa-China strategic partnership takes on exceptional significance
changing as it does the nature of the relationship from one of dictation of terms to one that
is based on mutual respect and the promotion of common interest. What this relationship
brought about was a change in the mindset that for a long time treated Africa as a terminal
aid recipient and beneficiary of external charity.

Excellencies,

Ladies and gentlemen,

Apart from the equal nature of the relationship that this strategic partnership has
brought about, China’s presence in Africa has also gone a long way in stimulating a
continent wide expansion of infrastructure that has begun to narrow the competitiveness
gap that had always stood in the way of Africa’s successful entry into the global economy
as an able partner that can assist in global re-balancing and in helping the world find a
less volatile economic equilibrium. Africa can compete globally only if it manages to
carry out massive infrastructural expansion in sectors such as telecommunication, energy
generation and in building efficient transportation system. In this regard, the commitment
of the Government of China in the provision of development finance in these areas is
commendable. It is also worth noting that support in this sector will also help further
integrate Africa through roads, railways and electric grids, thus creating a multiplier effect
whereby African economies boost their competitiveness even further. Today many countries
in Africa, Ethiopia included, are being rebuilt from ground up with the help of Chinese
finance and Chinese engineers. This will undoubtedly promote trade between African
countries and create larger and integrated markets.

In this connection, I would like to stress that it is no coincidence that most of the
huge infrastructural projects in Africa are being undertaken by Chinese companies. This
is not because most of the finance comes from China, but more importantly because no
other nation in history—either in the west or in the east—has ever undertaken as massive
infrastructural projects in such short periods of time as the Chinese have in the last few
decades. Africa cannot afford to grow by piecemeal and it is altogether fitting that we
collectively and individually tap into the Chinese potential to undertake and successfully

complete large scale projects in relatively shorter duration.
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