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Water holds up the boat;
 water may also sink the boat.

Emperor Taizong (600–649, Tang Dynasty)






AUTHORS’ PREFACE

In 2001, we began our work on our reportage entitled The Life of China’s Peasants (Zhongguo Nongmin Diaocha). Though we had discussed the idea for over ten years, it was when Wu was giving birth to our son in Hefei that we realized we must not put it off any longer: we witnessed a peasant woman dying in childbirth. She died because the family was too poor to afford proper medical attention during the birth.

We traveled to over fifty villages and towns throughout Anhui Province, made several trips to Beijing to talk with authorities, and interviewed thousands of peasants. All of our savings went into writing and publishing the book. The Life of Chinese Peasants is an exposé on the inequality and injustice forced upon the Chinese peasantry, who number about 900 million. Our book described the vicious circle that ensnares the peasants of China, where unjust taxes and arbitrary actions—or total inaction—sometimes lead to extreme violence against the peasants.

After more than three long and challenging years, our book of literary reportage, The Life of China’s Peasants, was completed. A shortened version—about 200,000 characters instead  of 320,000—appeared in the November 2003 issue of the literary magazine Our Times (Dangdai), and the issue sold out within a week. Spreading with the speed of a prairie fire, this version appeared on websites at home and abroad. To this day, many readers still mistake it for the complete book.

One month later, in December 2003, the full version was published and distributed by the People’s Literature Publishing House. With its title plainly set down in six block characters across a yellow background, the book’s appearance was unprepossessing, to say the least, but even so it took the Beijing Book Fair by storm, and orders for 60,000 copies were taken in just three days. The first print run of 100,000 copies was sold out within a month. For a work of nonfiction—a reportage on a subject that could hardly be considered trendy—it was a phenomenal success, even by the standards of such an established house as the People’s Literature Publishing House.

Professor Wang Damin of the Chinese Department of Anhui University described how “readers devoured it avidly, discussed it earnestly; media publicity spread like waves of the sea; literary circles were inspired to impassioned rhetoric.” Professor Damin also noted that “the corridors of power were quiet and unperturbed,” apparently registering no response to the report.

We later realized that the latter observation was rash. In just one month the book sold over 150,000 copies before suddenly being taken off bookstore shelves by Chinese authorities in March 2004. After that, only pirated editions could be found on the streets, 7 million of which were sold throughout China.

Meanwhile, the media response was truly unprecedented. Producers of all the important talk shows, such as Face to Face, Tell It As It Is, the popular Spring Festival special, and other programs of China Central Television, which beams to millions of viewers, invited us to appear with them. The Central Broadcasting Company reported on the book at length during its prime-time program. Within two months, from the end of  2003 to the beginning of 2004, we were interviewed by over a hundred reporters from newspapers, magazines, TV, and radio stations as well as websites from across the country. Critical articles appeared in the press and we received a cascade of letters from readers.

The publication of The Life of China’s Peasants has been compared to a clap of thunder. The publicity blitz following its publication has been compared to shock waves generated by the clap of thunder.

We were totally taken by surprise by this level of public attention. We had assumed that the onslaught of commercialism would mean that works of literature could no longer impact society to any significant extent, not to mention cause a sensation. Of course our book was not exactly “literary” in the strict sense of the word. The deputy editor of the Beijing Evening News, Mr. Yan Liqiang, summed up The Life of China’s Peasants tactfully, saying, “The fact is, when writing on this subject, no one ... can be simultaneously literary and analytical. It is a feat to ... master this weighty, complex, and sensitive material to the extent that [the authors] did. The text abounds with signs of [their] struggle to come to grips with the subject matter.”

The impact of The Life of the Chinese Peasants on mainland China is due not to its literary value but to the fact that it has brought out the stark reality of rural China. It has taken on a complex of problems that is generally referred to as the Triple-Agri (San-Nong): the problem of agriculture, the problem of the rural areas, and the problem of the peasant.

In the last analysis, the Triple-Agri is nothing less than the problem of China. Not exclusively an agricultural issue nor an economic one, it is the greatest problem facing the ruling party of China today. The problem is staring us in the face. But over the years, all we got from the media were glowing reports of “happily ever after.” City people know as much about the peasants  as they know about the man in the moon. The impact of our book came from telling the plain truth about the lives of China’s peasants, which inspired in readers from all walks of life not only shock but also heartfelt empathy with the dispossessed.

As our work on the book was drawing to a close, we conducted some studies on readers’ responses and were confident that if the manuscript could just get published and hit bookstores’ shelves, it would not go unnoticed. And this was because of the nature of our book. As the critic He Xilai said in his introduction to the original book, “This is not a book of good news, even less is it a book glossing over bad news. This book places stark reality in front of the reader without mincing words. This book brings out the Triple-Agri problem in all its complexity, its urgency, its gravity, and its latent danger.”

The facts narrated herein are almost without exception garnered from the fearsome “forbidden areas” of writing and journalism, including major criminal cases in rural areas, cases that have alarmed the Communist Party Central Committee but about which the public has been kept in the dark. We disclosed for the first time the obstacles and inside stories relating to the government’s push for a new tax and agricultural policy, called “fees for taxes.” And we didn’t mince words about who is involved: all the players—from the secretary-general of the Communist Party Central Committee to the premier of the State Council (the central government) to the various heads of ministries to officials at the provincial, municipal, county, and township levels all the way down to ordinary peasants in the villages—all are named.

This was unprecedented for writers and readers alike, living as we all do on the Chinese mainland, which has yet to get used to freedom of speech.

Despite the obvious interest in our book, being plunged into a media frenzy did not make us happy. Knowing China only too  well and being familiar with the way things are, we actually felt uneasy. Our apprehensions were justified: barely two months after its publication and in the midst of the publicity blitz, The Life of China’s Peasants was banned by order of the Propaganda Department of the Central Committee and disappeared from bookstores. All references to the book disappeared overnight. It was as if it had never been written, as if the publicity surrounding it had been a dream. For us the shock of the overnight coup was overwhelming; it seemed unreal, like living a nightmare.

To this day we cannot understand where the book went wrong; no one has ever explained to us the reason for the ban. Under pressure from all sides, we had no choice but to remain silent. To our surprise, millions of pirated copies made their way into the hands of readers across the length and breadth of the country, and that was a consolation of sorts. What’s more, a number of substantive articles about the book were published. That was another source of encouragement. Dang Guoyin, a noted scholar from the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, wrote:
A hundred years hence, our descendants will not understand the age we live in. But we have indeed lived through such times, times when you need courage to tell the truth, times when you run a risk to tell the truth, times when people yearned to hear the truth and yet it was hard to get to hear the truth because truth was drowned out by the babble of complacent platitudes. It is precisely for this reason that we are grateful to the couple Chen Guidi and Wu Chuntao for writing this book.





In fact, the truth was being stifled while lies flourished. Following the ban, Zhang Xide, an official named in our investigation, showed up and sued us, saying that our account of the Baimiao Township incident described in “The Long Road”  (chapter 4) was libelous. Following the accusation, a local court took up Zhang Xide’s case and turned it into a political indictment of the book and its authors.

Corruption within the legal system is a long-standing problem; once caught in the system’s coils you are done for. But our readers supported us and that encouraged us. Besides, it was questionable whether the description of the Baimiao Township incident could be construed as libel. Obviously, this supposed libel had nothing to do with the banning of the book. Openness is the best antidote to corruption, we decided, and we assumed that the journalists who had supported us so far would not remain silent and would report on the progress of the suit, which we were sure we would win. At the request of leading members of the Communist Party Committee of Hefei, where we live, who appealed to our sense of patriotism, we promised not to grant any interviews to the foreign press.

But one day we suddenly realized that the media had been muzzled concerning our case. More in sorrow than in anger we asked ourselves, what has happened to the much-vaunted “rule of law”? The media blackout meant that the progress of the lawsuit would not be exposed to the scrutiny of public opinion. Our readers were also denied the right to information about the case. The mainland media were silent. No one stood up for us.

With our backs against the wall, we had no choice but to break our promise and began to grant interviews to foreign journalists, so that the world would know the facts. Actually, we were merely exercising our rights within the framework of the Constitution. Besides, we truly felt that an open China should not be a silent China. Lu Xun, the doyen of modern Chinese letters, has said that only the voice of truth could move the people of China and of the world, that only through the genuine voice of the truth could the Chinese people live side by side with the rest of the world’s people.

As of October 2005 the uproar over the libel suit has quieted down, and all that is needed is to wait patiently for the verdict of the court. We fought the suit long and hard, and the facts were made public, that is in itself a victory. The court proceedings ended more than a year ago, but we are still waiting for a verdict. We can only speculate as to what is going on beyond the public gaze. During the waiting period, a new Party secretary of Anhui province, Guo Jinlong, denounced us during an interview with a Hong Kong TV station. He publicly criticized the book as a very bad one that twisted facts and brought bad reputation to the people of Anhui. Not long after that, people started throwing rocks at our home. The attack continued for more than twenty days. No one came to investigate, even though we repeatedly asked the local public security for help. Then, Chen Guidi was asked to resign from his job.

Yet at the same time, other things were encouraging. We received the Lettre Ulysses Award for the Art of Reportage; we were named as Leaders at the Forefront of Change in Asia by Business Week; and we were given the title of Asia Hero by Time magazine in October 2005.

After the book was banned in China, we were embraced wherever we went by all walks of people, especially peasants. The Chinese central government is working on the “Triple-Agri” problems more than ever. That’s partly due to our efforts. But whatever awaits us in the days ahead, we will never regret having spoken up for the peasants of China. We have given voice to the voiceless.


Chen Guidi 
Wu Chuntao 
March 2006 
Anhui Province






INTRODUCTION

BY JOHN POMFRET


current West Coast Correspondent and 
former Beijing Bureau Chief for the Washington Post




When I was going to university at the end of the 1970s, we were taught that China’s Communist Revolution was on the whole a good thing for China’s peasants, who comprise the bulk of that country’s population. In classes on Chinese history, anthropology and economics, we were told that the Communists came to power and redistributed land to many millions of landless farmers, breaking the backs of the parasitic landlord class. The Communists got rid of opium smoking and illiteracy, my professors enthused, and despite millions of executions and the deaths of 30 million to starvation during the Great Leap Forward, the party truly represented the wishes of China’s dispossessed. A revolution is not a dinner party, one of my professors remarked, quoting China’s leader, Mao Zedong. Many of us, newly-minted college kids from elite schools and good families, nodded in agreement.


Will the Boat Sink the Water? challenges every assumption of the generally accepted Chinese narrative in the United States—a received wisdom that continues for the most part unchanged and unchallenged since the 1970s. Readers of this work, arguably the most important book to have come out of China  in years, cannot help but conclude that China’s revolution from the outset was a disaster for the vast majority of China’s people. For that reason alone, it should be essential reading for anyone interested in what life was—and is—really like in the People’s Republic of China.

Chen and Wu’s book on China’s peasants was published in China in January 2004 at the end of a short period of relative press and publishing freedom in China. During those years, a series of Chinese historians and social scientists published works that amounted to one of the most significant challenges to the accepted historical narrative in China. Social critics lambasted China’s moral vacuum—heresy in a country that prides itself on its ancient culture and supposed traditional values. Economists bemoaned a widening gap between rich and poor that easily surpasses that of the United States—again sacrilege in a place still nominally communist. Historians laid siege to the great symbol of China’s revolution—Chairman Mao—showing how his particular brand of cruelty helped fashion China’s peculiarly successful brand of totalitarianism, dissecting his debauchery and detailing his sadism, the famines he caused and the lives he destroyed. Chen and Wu’s book fell neatly into this tradition. And like many of its counterparts, within two months of publication, it was banned. But not before hundreds of thousands of official copies and millions more pirated editions had been sold.

Chen and Wu’s life after the appearance of their best-seller is sadly typical of the fate of many other gutsy Chinese writers. First, one of the characters in their book, an allegedly corrupt apparatchik named Zhang Xide, sued them for defamation. Zhang brought the case in the same county where he had been the county boss. Naturally, given his ties into the party structure there, he won the case; it is currently on appeal. In December 2004, the head of Anhui Province’s Communist Party committee blasted Chen and Wu’s book for “smearing Anhui  province,” marking the first time that a Communist official had publicly commented on the book even though the party had already banned it. Within short order, an Anhui newspaper that had been serializing Chen and Wu’s next work—on a rarity in China, an uncorrupt judge—pulled the plug on that work. That same day, a gang of thugs pelted Chen and Wu’s two-room apartment with bricks, forcing them to flee Anhui’s capital of Hefei with their son. The police told them there was nothing they could do. Chen was also asked to resign from his work unit—the Anhui Writer’s Union. When last contacted, they were living in a small village in the poor, southeastern province of Jiangxi. It was not immediately clear if they were doing research there or hiding from goon squads, whom party officials now routinely hire to muzzle and even kill their enemies—perceived or otherwise.

Chen and Wu’s book stands as a challenge to another, more recent, narrative—one about China’s rise. There is a lot of talk these days that China is going to become the world’s next great superpower. From the Pentagon to Wall Street, China’s emergence as a global power is viewed with a titillating combination of fear and excitement. In recent years, a series of books have been published in the West predicting everything from an imminent war with China to China’s ultimate surpassing of America as the world’s next economic giant. The hype about China is breathless and unrelenting.


Will the Boat Sink the Water? is an important antidote to the boosterish pablum churned out by many China experts these days. It is a street-level look at the downside, and the dark side, of China’s economic juggernaut. In this book, you will meet a cast of characters that has generally been denied a voice in the worldwide frenzy accompanied by China’s rise. Their stories are important ones, amounting to China’s version of Jacob Riis’ 1890 classic about poverty in America, How the Other Half Lives.

Chen and Wu’s book also helps us to put current Communist policy in perspective. During his annual state-of-the nation address to China’s rubber-stamp parliament in March 2006, China’s prime minister, Wen Jiabao, set out what he dubbed as a “major historic task.” The aim, he said, was to close the gap between China’s dirt-poor countryside and its booming cities. Wen pledged to abolish all rural taxes and increase spending on rural social services and education as China creates what he called “a new socialist countryside.”

Spooked by a restive countryside, a rapid rise in the number of demonstrations and riots by China’s peasants, the Chinese Communist Party is saying it cares about the countryside. Leaders like Wen and president Hu Jintao routinely commit themselves to bettering the lot of China’s dispossessed. Hu even went down one of China’s many perilous mine shafts to share a New Year’s supper with miners. But while Wen and Hu’s remonstrations have been portrayed as something new in the Western press and particularly by China boosters, readers of Will the Boat Sink The Water? will understand that they are nothing new. China’s Communists have been saying that they cared about the peasantry ever since they rode to power on their backs in 1949. But at every turn, as Chen and Wu show, they have let them down.

In 1993, Chen and Wu write, China’s legislature vowed to limit taxes to 5 percent of peasants’ income, but within one year taxes and fees were forcing China’s peasants into debt. A decade before that, the government committed itself to devoting 18 percent of its budget toward rural services. But it has never come even close; in 2005 it devoted only 9 percent. Meanwhile, the ranks of China’s bureaucracy, most of them laboring in the countryside, have ballooned, jumping from 2.2 million in 1979 to well over 10 million today. Premier Wen did not say how they would be supported now that the peasants don’t have to pay any more taxes. But the logical conclusion of  anyone familiar with Chen and Wu’s work is that when push comes to shove, the peasants are going to have to pay.

Chen and Wu set their book in their home province of Anhui. American readers might be familiar with Anhui because it was here that Nobel prize winning author Pearl Buck set her most famous work, The Good Earth—the story of a poverty-stricken Chinese family. Anhui is one of China’s poorest provinces. Indeed, for years after most other parts of China were opened to Western travelers, foreigners were banned from Anhui because the Communist government did not want them to see the widespread misery there. Anhui was the site of a series of ethically questionable genetic research projects led by Harvard University researchers in the early years of the twenty-first century. The researchers promised impoverished farmers—desperate for health care—free medical check-ups and medical treatment in exchange for blood samples. The only problem was that once the researchers pulled the blood, they essentially left town.

Husband and wife, Chen and Wu have collaborated before—on a report on pollution on the Huai River, China’s sixth longest waterway and arguably its dirtiest. They visited 48 cities along the Huai and reported that of the river’s 191 large tributaries, 80 percent of the water had turned black. Pollutants expelled into the river from various factories bonded together into enormous barge-like collections of scum that putrefied the river. At times the brown lather—a noxious mix of trash, effluent, and untreated waste—stretched more than 60 miles and stood six feet high in places. Local residents wore masks and wet towels across their faces to keep from retching. Drinking water had so damaged the health of those who lived along the river that the People’s Liberation Army stopped conscripting local residents because they were unfit for service.

Chen’s “Warning of the Huai River” proves to be a cautionary tale of life in the People’s Republic of China. Just as Premier  Wen did in March 2006 with China’s peasants, the government promised to tackle the pollution problem. Teams were sent to the Huai River to shut down polluting factories, just like teams have been sent from Beijing to ensure that peasants are no longer being forced to pay taxes and illegal fees. Within two years, however, 40 percent of the polluting plants had reopened. And by 2004, when I traveled the river and met with Chen and Wu in their Anhui home, all the firms were back in operation, without pollution controls. Because of an electricity shortage, local governments had shut down smokestack scrubbers and waste-water treatment facilities. That July, another 60-mile carpet of sludge swept down the river, killing millions of fish and devastating wildlife. Could the same fate be awaiting China’s farmers?

Near the end of Will the Boat Sink the Water? Chen and Wu write about a group of corrupt village leaders who spend their days using tax revenues to fill their bellies. The party apparatchiks’ feasting prompts Chen and Wu to conclude that, contrary to what my professors taught me, perhaps the revolution is a dinner party. Only one where the peasants have never been given a seat at the table.

Los Angeles 
March 15, 2006






POST-LIBERATION TIME LINE OF EVENTS IMPORTANT TO CHINESE PEASANTS, WITH EMPHASIS ON AGRICULTURE





	1949
	Founding of the People’s Republic of China (PRC).



	1951–53
	Korean War.



	1952
	Land-reform movement.



	1954
	Passage of the Constitution of the PRC.



	1955
	Nationalization of industry and trade.



	1955–58
	Collectivization of agriculture: mutual-help teams—agricultural cooperative—commune.



	1955
	Campaign against the Hufeng antirevolutionary clique.



	1956
	Hundred Flowers movement, Mao’s call for all to “bloom and contend.”



	1957
	“Anti-rightist movement,” suppressing those who had “bloomed and contended.”



	1958
	Great Leap Forward.



	1959
	“Antirightist deviation” campaign.



	1959–62
	The Great Famine; deaths estimated at over 30 mil lion.



	1963
	The then head of state, Liu Shaoqi, restores rights of peasants to have a private family plot.



	1964
	Socialist education campaign in the countryside.



	1965
	Campaign against the play Hairei Dismissed by the Emperor (prelude to the Cultural Revolution).



	1966–76
	Cultural Revolution.



	1969
	(September) The Ninth National Party Congress: Lin Biao is confirmed as Mao’s heir and the Cultural Revolution is legitimized.



	1976
	(January) Death of Premier Zhou Enlai.



	1976
	The Tangshan earthquake.



	1976
	(September) Death of Mao Zedong.



	1976
	(October) Gang of Four arrested.



	1978
	(December) At the Eleventh National Party Congress, Deng Xiaoping announces the new policy of “Reform and Open Up,” and make plans for China’s modern ization, under the new slogan “Emancipate our minds; seek truth from facts.”



	1978
	A handful of peasants in Xiaogang Village, Fengyang County, Anhui, take out land contracts for independ ent farming. From then onward, experiments in reforming the agricultural system by “household con tracts” are carried out in many areas in Anhui.



	1982
	(January) The Politbureau of the Party Central Committee passes the Number 1 Document, approv ing the household-contract system.



	1982
	(February) The Twelfth Party Congress; Hu Yaobang becomes general secretary of the Communist Party.



	1984
	(October) The Third Plenary Session of the Twelfth Party Congress announces the reform of the econom ic system, with emphasis on urban areas.



	1989
	Tiananmen Square incident.



	1990
	Deng Xiaoping tours parts of South China and reiter ates the policy of Reform and Open Up.



	1993
	The Plenary Session of the Eighth National People’s Congress confirms the household-contract system, which has been introduced in parts of the countryside.



	1993
	Trial launch of the “reform of the tax and fees sys tem” in rural areas with the aim of reducing the peas ants’ financial burden. Items on the agenda include standardizing rural taxation, regulating fees and charges, reducing or eliminating charges for govern mental and educational projects, eliminating con scripted labor and other items, and writing these changes into law.



	1993
	(December) The State Council (central government) announces plans for reform of the financial system.



	1996
	(December) The “Number 13 Circular” announces the decision of the Party Central Committee and the State Council to reduce the peasants’ burden.



	1997
	(July l) Hong Kong is returned to China.



	1998
	(March) The Party Central and the State Council announces “rules for the conscription [state pur chase] of grain,” to protect peasants’ interests.



	1999
	Ninth National People’s Congress: Premier Zhu Rongji formally announces a project to reform the system of rural taxes and charges, in order to reduce the peasants’ burden. The reform, called “tax for fees” for short, is first tried out in Anhui Province.



	2000
	Li Changping writes a letter to Premier Zhu Rongji, deploring the condition of the peasants, stating: “The peasant’s life is so hard, the countryside is so poor, agriculture is in such a dangerous condition.” This statement is later referred to as the san-nong wenti, the “three-peasant problem,” called here the Triple Agri. (This is a recent Chinese coinage: nongmin = “peasant”; nongcun = countryside”; nong ye = “agri culture”)



	2001
	(February) The “tax for fees” project is tried out nationwide.
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THE MARTYR




Restlessness in the Village 

Sometimes the unmistakable line between life and death is blurred: a person may be dead and gone and yet remain among the living. At least that seemed to be the case with Ding Zuoming.

Ding Zuoming is dead. His death would probably not be reckoned as “weightier than Mount Tai,”1 but on February 10, 2000—a full eight years after his death—when we asked around for the way to Luying Village, we were invariably greeted by the question “Looking for Ding Zuoming’s place?”

Ding Zuoming was an ordinary peasant of Luying Village within the jurisdiction of Jiwangchang Township in Lixin County, a notoriously poverty-stricken backwater in Anhui province on the flatlands north of the Huai River. If there was something different about Ding Zuoming, it was that he had a few more years of schooling than others—he actually graduated   from senior high. He was an exceptionally good student. When there was no food on the table, he would go and bury his head in the water jar, fill himself up with cold water and go cheerfully to school. During the national exams for college entrance, he scored just a few marks below the entrance margin. If he had not been a native of Lixin County—if he had been born in Beijing or Shanghai—he would have been a college student right away, for his grades exceeded the entrance requirements there. Actually, if he had been born anywhere but Luying Village, he would have had a different fate. But being only a graduate of the local high school, he had no choice but to go back to his native village, and thus he ended up as a dirt-poor peasant like any other, going down to the fields every day to tend to the crops. But Ding, having a little more book learning than other peasants, liked to leaf through the newspapers and listen to radio broadcasts, and was somewhat literal-minded. In short, he had a mind of his own. He was modest to a fault in his dealings with people. But he would stick to the letter of the law, was not afraid to call a spade a spade, and had the temerity to stand up to the cadres and speak to them as equals. This led to more trouble for him than was the lot of an ordinary peasant. Eventually it cost him his life.

Ding Zuoming had died long ago. Why did the people in Lixin County still refer to “Ding Zuoming’s place”? Was there a road that would lead us to him?

 



 



The morning of February 20, 1993, Ding Zuoming and seven other villagers who had lodged complaints to the county authorities about the conduct of village affairs were unexpectedly invited to the township office to attend a meeting. At the meeting, the township leaders announced that the county leadership at the next higher level, to whom they had previously made appeals, were concerned about their grievances, and that  now Ding Zuoming and his group should elect two men from among themselves, to be joined by two Party members and two cadres from their village, and the six would form a work group to audit the books of Luying Village the very next day. Ding and his fellow villagers were jubilant, their despondency forgotten. Back home, some actually went to the village store to get firecrackers, hoping to dispel their pent-up resentment with a few loud bangs. But the Spring Festival was just over and the stores were sold out. So the next day, February 21, when he got an unexpected summons from the township security, Ding walked out of his home with a light step, never dreaming that it would be the most fateful day of his life.

But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

 



 



Lixin County was a new county created after the Liberation, in 1949, when the Communists took over the Chinese mainland. Before that, the area had been in a spot where six different counties converged, and was consequently overlooked by all six jurisdictions. It was a poor area, inundated with yellow mud when it rained, which made roads impassable, not to mention the pervasive alkaline soil dotted with many sandy patches. Luying Village was a godforsaken hole to begin with, and after the disastrous flood of 1991, the people were bled bone-dry.

Our story begins in early 1993, with the upcoming Spring Festival, which would fall on January 23—just around the corner. But there was no sign of coming festivities. There is a traditional Chinese saying, “Rich or poor, home for New Year,” but many migrant laborers could not return home for the Spring Festival—something unheard of. But now they dared not show their faces, for they were unable to pay the exorbitant fees and taxes waiting for them. By year’s end (according to the lunar calendar), the annual per capita income was under 400 yuan, or about US$50 ($1 is roughly 8 yuan), but taxes and  other payments imposed from above such as “village cash reserves” amounted to 103.17 yuan per head. After twelve months’ back-breaking work in the fields, all that the villagers could hope to keep back from the tax collectors was their grain rations; everything else would have to go toward paying taxes and other charges, including so-called reserves—monies kept back for “community projects.” Households that had had a bad harvest did not even make enough to pay off the taxes, not to mention the reserves. The head of local security, who was working hand in glove with the village Party bosses, stated, “Pay up, or you’ll find yourself behind bars.”

During this time Ding Zuoming had been doing something that no one else in his village had ever dared contemplate. He spent several nights putting together all the information he had culled from the papers and radio broadcasts regarding the Party’s new policies laid down at the recently convened (1993) National Agricultural Conference in Beijing, information that he now compressed into a short, simple, easily understood list of important points, and went around the village spreading the word. He worked clandestinely, reminiscent of the Communist underground in the Nationalist-controlled areas during the old days before the Liberation. It made him anxious, yet it was exhilarating when he saw people’s eyes sparkle in the light of a murky light bulb hanging from the ceiling as Ding assured them, “These excessive ‘reserves’ are decidedly against the Party Central Committee’s directions.”2


The peasants, used to being kicked around, had always trusted Ding for his learning and good sense. Now, at one of their informal get-togethers, again the villagers were impressed and   gave their tacit approval of his activities as he continued to spread the word. But they still couldn’t help wondering about where this could lead, saying, “Look at all the villages around us, look at the neighboring townships. Aren’t the bosses doing the same thing? Heaven is high and the emperor beyond our reach. What can you do about it?”

But Ding was not intimidated. “Might is not always right.”

Ding read to them word for word the latest regulation spelled out by the State Council (the central government): agricultural taxes may not exceed 5 percent of annual per capita income from the previous year.3 Ding emphasized the 5 percent limit, saying, “It’s obvious, our village is making us pay more than five times the limit. This most recent National Agricultural Conference requested that leadership at all levels protect the peasants and lighten their burden. Our bosses around here are way out of order. Let’s hear what the township leadership has to say.”

Some of the villagers still had reservations. “Will the township bother to listen to us?”

A newly demobilized army man couldn’t help raising his voice: “‘Officials oppress and the people revolt’—an old saying. Anyway, we are going by the rules in appealing to the leadership. If the township ignores us, we can go higher up, to the county!”

The mood of the gathering warmed up as the discussion continued. One said that the village Party boss, Dong Yingfu, had rented out the granary built with funds raised by the community  
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