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Culture is a major facilitator of investment. First of all the emergence and expansion of a cultural industry, like China's, is a sign of healthy creativity which entrepreneurialism shares with culture in driving a growing economy. Entrepreneurs and artists are very similar: artists are cultural entrepreneurs. Human capital is the factor of production of culture. Secondly, it is culture which constitutes the basic identity of a nation, the one thing that persists through social and economic change. The visibility and heath of culture is an important sign of social and economic stability and a safe, healthy and promising investment environment. 

I've had years of experience in Asian finance, particularly in the later phase of the Japanese economic miracle by recycling Japan's export earnings to finance foreign governments and companies, and more recently in guiding the marketization of the electric power sector in which China has the potential to lead in the world. When I was growing up I was interested in short wave amateur radio and I sometimes listened to Radio Beijing, I received in the mail the magazine "China Reconstructs", and I read books about Chinese history and the people's revolution. I made important friendships with Mainland Chinese in my recent PhD student days in economics at Columbia University. Earlier, as a philosophy student in Canada, I even learned Marxism and about China's elder philosopher Fung Yu Lan at Beijing University, and I could attend frequent lectures by visiting Chinese officials and personalities, like Han Su Yin, China's cultural ambassador at the time, who were very welcome in Canada when the US didn't yet have diplomatic relations with Mainland China. I even watched the Shenyang acrobatic troupe during the first ever such foreign tour to North America. 

My very close student friend at Columbia University, who is now at the Hong Kong Monetary Authority, took me to see a movie he particularly esteemed for being an accurate story of modern China. It was the movie titled "Farewell my Concubine", about the classical Chinese opera, represented in the lives of two actors, and its survival through modern Chinese revolutionary history. The movie ends in a question, whether this art form would end with the lives of those actors or not. But the message of the movie was that this art form and others provide identity and continuity to the nation through periods of dramatic social change and uncertainty. 
China has seen spectacular change even since that movie was made a decade and a half ago, as it successfully undergoes revolutionary capitalism. But the take I want to make here, and to extrapolate from that movie, is that, looking to the future, the health of culture provides a barometer of a society's and economy's stability and growth, which are the key ingredients to a robust environment for investment.

Postscript. China has new cultural ambassadors today, like the opera singer Dilber. Even sports is culture: it's called "physical culture". And, while China's Yao Ming is the master of American basketball, American basketball itself has penetrated right into courtyard of Beijing's Imperial Palace where people can always be seen playing at the basketball hoop set up there. Basketball is telling us something about the healthy environment for foreign investment in China and, increasingly, for Chinese investment in America.
February 15, 2006


