


movement to break away entirely. After all, Taiwan is an open society
that believes in free speech and civil liberties. China, in spite of all its
economic gains, is still rife with human rights violations, from Hong
Kong to Tibet.

In 2000, Taiwan elected a pro-independence president, Chen Shui-
bian, and diplomacy with China took a nosedive. Both countries began
saber-rattling and imposing financial restrictions on one another.
Their relationship took a turn for the ridiculous in 2005, when China
offered Taiwan a goodwill gift of two pandas named Tuantuan and
Yuanyuan—a play on the Chinese word for reunion. Taiwan officially
rejected them. As trade between the two countries waned, Taiwan's
economy grew sluggish. Taiwan's ties with the United States also
became strained because the American government didn't want to be
dragged into a conflict with China.

—_—
REUNITED, AND IT FEELS SO GOOD

On March 22, 2008, Ma Ying-jeou was elected president of Taiwan
by a wide margin, after campaigning on the idea of a "Great China
market.” Modeled after the European Union, it would allow the free
movement of goods and capital and encourage tourism between
nations. In his inauguration speech, Ma reaffirmed his belief in
the fantastically vague concept of "one China,” and Taiwan's rela-
tionship with China improved almost immediately. Ma was able
to sign a series of agreements that increased trade and investment
across the Taiwan Strait, opening up vital parts of Taiwan's service
and manufacturing sectors to Chinese investors. Even more dra-
matically, Ma passed legislation to make
air travel between the nations possible.
On July 4, 2008, a commercial airplane
brought passengers directly from China to
Taiwan for the first time in nearly 60 years.
Now, about 3,000 Chinese tourists arrive
to invade Taipei's shopping malls each
day. Also, when China offered Taiwan the
pandas Tuantuan and Yuanyuan again,
President Ma gladly accepted them.
Improved relations with China have
also translated into improved relations
with the United States. Now that China
and Taiwan aren't belligerent towards
each other, Westerners are again seeing
Taiwan as a safe place to invest their money.
Unfortunately, Ma assumed office just as his
country began to feel the effects of the global
economic downturn. (In the first quarter of
2009, Taiwan's economy shrank by a record 10.2 percent from a year
earlier.) But many economists believe that, with money pouring in
from both China and the United States, Taiwan may be on the road
to recovery. Will Ma's dream come true? Will China and Taiwan ever
reunite under the banner of democracy? Many foreign affairs experts
would tell Ma to keep dreaming. But 25 years ago, these two countries
weren't talking at all; and today, they're giving each other pandas.

Anything is possible. -

5. Nouri al-Maliki

THE LEAST OFFENSIVE
LEADER OF IRAQ

Time magazine recently described Nouri
al-Maliki as “a chameleon” with a “perma-
nent five o'clock shadow and slack pos-
ture." The fact is, this suspicious character
only became prime minister of Irag as a
result of a 2006 compromise between
Shiite, Sunni, and Kurdish factions. They
picked him because he was largely
unknown to most people in Irag, having
spent more than 20 years in political exile,
and because he held moderate stances on
divisive issues. He was simply the least-
offensive candidate.

Al-Maliki got into politics as a university
student, joining the Dawa resistance move-
ment, which opposed the Baathist gov-
ernment of Sunni Muslims and Saddam
Hussein. In October 1979, al-Maliki was
marked for arrest and execution, so he fled
the country and moved to Iran, then Syria,
After the U.S. invasion toppled Saddam
Hussein in 2003, he returned and was
instrumental in purging the government
of former Baathist Party members. He also
helped draft the new Iragi constitution.

Since becoming prime minister, how-
ever, his style of governing has proven to
be more a matter of convenience than
principles. He has both criticized and
praised the continuing U.S. military pres-
ence, sought conciliation with Sunni Iraqis
while ordering the arrest of prominent
Sunni leaders, and been both friendly and
hostile to militant Shiite clerics and their
militias. His political rivals are beginning to
whisper that there is a new Iraqi dictator in
the making.
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