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Introduction


Much had changed in China when I wrote Bad Elements ten years after the Tiananmen Massacre of 1989. Even more has changed since then. New buildings, ever taller, ever bigger, have made cities like Beijing, Shanghai and Chongqing virtually unrecognizable to anyone who has been away for longer than six months. Old neighbourhoods – what is left of them – disappear overnight, to be replaced by more and more highrises, more shopping malls, more theme parks, sometimes replicating in miniature or in painted concrete ancient landmarks that have just been razed. This isn’t just a matter of economic growth, it is a transformation.


So was I wrong to detect a whiff of decay in the authoritarian one-party state when I travelled in the People’s Republic of China ten years ago? Was I misguided in my belief that the protesters, dissidents, and free spirited Chinese who often paid so dearly for their efforts to promote a political, as well as an economic, transformation mattered?


It is not hard to find many educated, prosperous, urbane citizens in the wealthier coastal regions who will say so. The foreign traveller in China today will often be told, sometimes in excellent English, that the country is not yet ready for the democratic freedoms my ‘bad elements’ demanded. China is too big, one hears, China is too large, Chinese history is too old, the Chinese masses are still too uneducated, in fact, China is just too damned complicated for democracy to take root. The whip-hand of authoritarian



government is still essential to keep chaos at bay and create the necessary conditions for prosperity to grow. Democracy, so the argument goes, is a luxury, the icing on the cake, to be enjoyed once wealth and education is had by all; first food and shelter, then, possibly, freedom.


An alternative argument, which comes down to pretty much the same thing but has a more patriotic ring to it, is that China already has its own kind of democracy, a Chinese democracy in line with native traditions and history, a quasi-Confucian system where wise and benevolent rulers act, as it were by osmosis, according to the wishes of the people. And the people, instead of indulging in selfish demands for individual rights – which might suit Western culture, but is alien to the Chinese way – believe in sacrificing their private interests for the collective good, for the good of China, for the good of a great nation with five thousand years of history.


These arguments will be expressed, usually with great conviction, while one’s attention is drawn to those tall, glitzy buildings, and those shopping malls stuffed with all the luxuries of the modern world. Look at what China has achieved in twenty years! Don’t the figures speak for themselves?


So why should it matter what such voices in the wilderness as Wei Jingsheng, who spent fourteen years in prison before being sent into exile in the United States, still say about the lack of democracy in China? Or former student leaders of the Tiananmen demonstrations, some of whom now have successful business careers in the West, and some who still languish on the margins of exile publishing and academe. After all, their voices are no longer much heard in China. Chinese born just before and after 1989 have barely heard of the protests and the killings, let alone of people who played prominent roles back then. Parents won’t talk about it lest their children get into trouble. And the children have other things to worry about, like getting ahead in the exciting but sometimes brutal world of authoritarian capitalism.


Critics of the exiled dissidents like to point out that the former protesters are out of touch with developments in contemporary



China. Since they no longer live there, and most are not even allowed to go back for family visits, memories are all they have left of the country they once sought, and sometimes still seek, to change.


It is true that China has moved on since Tiananmen. But this doesn’t mean that dissidents have disappeared. New people have emerged, lawyers who bravely take on sensitive cases of corruption, environmental damage, or workers’ rights. There is even some room on the Internet, or in scholarly journals, for serious discussions about democratic theory, as long as the supremacy of the Communist Party is not directly challenged. People talk of the need for more civic rights. Commercial newspapers report on scandals, news of which travels fast through cyberspace. In a one party state, such scandals can be the closest thing to political reporting, since crime and politics are sometimes close relations.


There is doubt that personal freedoms, in terms of sexual and romantic desires, private consumption, artistic expression, and religious practices, have been expanded in China. The deal made by the ruling party and the urban middle class is politically astute. Individuals are free to do or say a great deal more than they could in the past. They can own their own houses. Up to a point, they can choose their own jobs. But organized activity, by and large, is still subject to state control, even if such control is not always effectively enforced.


As long as the state guarantees order, a number of personal freedoms, and above all, the chance for the better educated to grow more and more prosperous, most people will not demand the rights taken for granted by any citizen of a liberal democracy. In short, for the sake of getting rich people have agreed to stay out of politics.


The majority of educated Chinese, precisely the sort of people who would have been protesting in Beijing and other cities all over China in 1989, accepted the deal. So it is hardly surprising that they are often the ones who will tell the enquiring foreigner that democracy doesn’t matter, or doesn’t fit the Chinese way.



Worldly sophisticates are often the first to dismiss the importance of dissident voices, or people who still argue, at great risk to themselves, that China could be different, that political freedoms must match economic freedoms, and that a one-party dictatorship is unworthy of a civilized people.


Such voices are dismissed with particular contempt, when they come from abroad, from those exiled protesters who have grown ‘out of touch.’ And the foreigner who ventures to point out China’s political shortcomings, and lament the speed with which memories of Tiananmen have been swept under a nationwide rug, can often count on a blast of sometimes peevish nationalism: who is he to comment on Chinese affairs, of which the meddling foreigner is bound to be as ignorant as he is arrogant.


Such a reaction is not always without foundation. Many foreigners are indeed arrogant, as well as ignorant, and far too prone to adopt the preaching tone of the missionary in colonial times. Yet I suspect that the quick dismissal of political dissidence is not entirely divorced from a nagging sense of moral unease about having accepted a political deal that is perhaps opportune, but not entirely honorable. Many Chinese who have gone for the money after the tragic failures of 1989 cannot really have forgotten their earlier idealism. As is true everywhere, of course, idealism fades as people grow older and set in their ways. But the spirit of 1989, the desire for a freer, more open, less corrupt society, where citizens have rights, and don’t have to lie to stay out of trouble, is surely not dead. It could be revived very swiftly if circumstances change, as they surely will; no society, certainly not China, stays the same for ever.


In fact, as I write this introduction almost twenty years after Tiananmen, the circumstances are changing already, quite rapidly. China has not escaped from the credit crisis that is ravaging the world economy. The stock market has plunged. Newly unemployed workers are returning in huge numbers from the urban industrial zones and construction sites to their villages where they won’t find much work either. The poor, often cheated out of their wages by



corrupt bosses, backed by local Party officials, are certainly not going to get richer soon. Their anger often explodes in riots. But these violent eruptions are local, and can still be contained with force.


But what about the middle-class pact? The consequences of that unravelling are perhaps far greater, for it is hard to see how the Communist Party can continue in power without the backing of the educated class. Even authoritarian governments need some sense of legitimacy to survive. Ideological legitimacy, already fading fast after the horrors of the Cultural Revolution, was lost in the crackdown on Tiananmen Square. The promise of order and high-speed economic growth was the only legitimacy the Party had left, as technocrats began to replace ideologues in the leadership. Now that this promise, too, is being lost, the middle-class may not stick to its part of the bargain. They might not agree to stay out of politics for much longer.


I am as loath to predict what might happen in the future as I was when I wrote my book in 1999, but one can imagine certain possibilities. One is a traditional Chinese pattern of local rulers replacing a crumbling central power. Provincial bosses, like the warlords of a hundred years ago, might take control of their regions. They are unlikely to be friends of democracy. Or extreme nationalism might be stirred up by an increasingly fearful government, keen to deflect the energy of middle-class resentment onto foreign targets. But this is a tactic full of risk. For this, too, could follow a traditional Chinese pattern, as radical nationalism is turned against the government itself, as a punishment for its weakness. Then again, the Chinese armed forces, anxious to restore order in the unruly empire, might step in and attempt to crush all dissent.


There is a more positive alternative, however, to these old routes to violence and oppression. It has been expressed with great eloquence in a remarkable document, first signed by more than three hundred Chinese citizens, ranging from law professors to businessmen, farmers, and even some Party officials. The three hundred odd names were soon joined by thousands more.



Charter 08 appeared at the end of 2008, on the sixtieth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. It was drawn up as a conscious echo of an earlier charter, written by Czechoslovakian dissidents in 1977, demanding human rights in a stagnant satellite of the Soviet empire. One of the spokesman was Vaclav Havel. He spent more than five years in prison as a result.





Charter 08 is not a radical document. There are no threats of violence, or vengeful sentiments. All the signatories demand is free elections, an independent judiciary, freedom of speech, and basic human rights. But of course, in a one-party dictatorship, these demands are radical. And so one of the ‘bad elements’ I wrote about twenty years ago, a quiet-spoken intellectual named Liu Xiaobo, was promptly arrested and jailed. Others, too, were rounded up, harrassed, and interrogated. One thing is clear: dissidents clearly do matter to the rulers of the People’s Republic of China.


They matter because they have refused to stick to the post-‘89 deal. They demand to be citizens in the true sense of the word. To be a citizen is to have a political voice. Several thousand unarmed people signing a charter obviously lack the force to topple the regime. For the government to be afraid of Liu Xiaobo, and his fellow democrats, as individuals, would be absurd. But their ideas are seen, quite correctly, as a direct challenge to the legitimacy of the one-party state.


To dismiss these ideas merely as ‘Western’ notions that have befuddled the minds of a few intellectuals would be a grave mistake, and an insult to the Chinese. There is no need for China to imitate the West, or mimic its models. All the signers of the Charter want is to follow the examples of South Korea, Taiwan, or Japan, all of which have functioning democracies. The Communist Party rulers might yet be able to block the route to political freedom, but after Charter 08 (or the republican revolution of 1911, or the May 4 Movement of 1919, or Tiananmen in 1989) it can never be denied that many Chinese ardently wish for it.




Considering the alternatives, all of which would mean more violence and oppression, this desire is not only justified, and worthy of a great civilization, but the recipe most likely to result in long-term social stability, which is in the interest of all of us, in China and outside.


This is why the ‘bad elements’ still matter more than ever. Dissenters may change, new names will replace older ones, but an idea is kept alive, no matter how adverse the circumstances, an idea that may be publicly articulated by few, but is supported by many. My book was meant to pay tribute to those few, who have truly sacrificed their own interests for a collective ideal. This new edition is published in the same spirit, and as a declaration of hope that one day their sacrifices will pay off and all Chinese will live in freedom.













Introduction to the 2003 edition: Chinese Whispers


Strange things happen when Chinese dynasties near their end. Dams break, earthquakes hit, clouds appear in the shape of weird beasts, rain falls in odd colors, and insects infest the countryside. These are the ill omens of moral turpitude and political collapse. While greed and cynicism poison the society from within, barbarians stir restlessly at the gates. Corrupt officials, whose authority can no longer rely on the assumption of superior virtue, exercise their power with anxious and arbitrary brutality. When people, even those who live far from the centers of power, begin to sense that the Mandate of Heaven is slipping away from their corrupted rulers, rebellious spirits press their claims as the saviors of China, with promises of moral restoration and national unity. Millenarian cults and secret societies proliferate and sometimes explode in massive violence.


At the end of the Han dynasty, in the second century, a faith-healing sect named the Yellow Turbans caused havoc. Their leader, a Taoist priest, promised to lead his followers to “the Way of Great Peace” (Taiping Dao), and although he was killed in A.D. 184, the rebellion of the Yellow Turbans took more than twenty years to put down.


The end of the Mongol Yuan dynasty, in the fourteenth century, came after a rash of local rebellions. One of them was staged by a secret society called the White Lotus, whose folk-Buddhist leaders issued dark warnings of an imminent apocalypse. The



apocalyptic theme was later picked up by another peasant messiah, a martial arts master and herbal healer named Wang Lun, who rebelled against the Manchu rulers of the Qing dynasty at the end of the eighteenth century. In 1900, a martial arts sect known in the West as the Boxers rose, convinced that a sacred spirit made them impervious to foreign bullets. They were wrong and died in large numbers.


The Qing was finally brought down in 1911, about fifty years after a frustrated scholar called Hong Xiuquan unleashed his Taiping army to establish God’s Heavenly Kingdom in China. He claimed to be a brother of Jesus Christ. He denounced the Manchus as agents of Satan. His crusade left 20 million dead.


Mao Zedong fitted quite neatly in this long line of peasant messiahs. Like his predecessors, he led a rural revolt to expel the barbarians, punish evildoers, and unite the empire. He abhorred superstitution, but his version of “scientific socialism” would reach the same degree of religious frenzy as Hong’s Heavenly Kingdom.


Many people in China felt that the Mandate of Heaven had slipped from the Communist Party in the summer of 1989. Once the terrified rulers had sent in tanks to crush unarmed citizens, they had lost their claim to superior virtue. Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, which had replaced Confucianism as the official dogma and system of ethics, could no longer captivate minds, even in the Party itself. The rigid puritanism of Mao’s age had made way for the heady amorality and wild corruption of China’s new capitalism. And at the end of the millennium, a new millenarian cult had arrived, led by yet another faith-healing messiah. Most followers of Falun Gong were harmless elderly folk trying to preserve their good health through breathing exercises. Yet the government behaved as if another revolution were at hand.


Strange flowers bloom in the People’s Republic of China. They also bloom in Taiwan, the United States, Hong Kong, and Singapore. But in a dictatorial one-party state, religion fills the gaps left by the absence of secular politics. That is why meditators, tree



huggers, heavy breathers, or Evangelical Christians can suddenly find themselves blown up into dangerous counterrevolutionaries. In China, every believer in an unorthodox faith is a potential dissident, whether he knows it or not. When the right to rule is justified by dogma, a moral code, a controlling worldview, and the fatherly wisdom of leaders blessed with superhuman virtue, any alternative dogma existing outside the control of the great and virtuous leaders will be seen as a mortal threat.


I believe that Communist Party rule will end in China; sooner or later all dynasties do. But when or how, I cannot say. Will one authoritarian dynasty be replaced, once again, by another, in the name of national unity and superior virtue? Or will the Chinese finally be able to govern themselves in a freer and more open society? The example of Taiwan, whose citizens can now speak freely and elect their own government, shows that it is possible. The example of Singapore, which combines relative economic liberalism with political authoritarianism, points in another, equally plausible, direction.


It was with these questions in mind that I traveled through the Chinese-speaking world between 1996 and 2001 – from the diaspora of exiles in the West, to Singapore, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the People’s Republic of China. During these years, I witnessed the “handover” of Hong Kong, the first free presidential election in Taiwan, and the beginning of the Falun Gong demonstrations in China. I saw a great deal of vitality – even optimism – on the way, especially in the economic sphere, in China no less than in Singapore or Hong Kong. But there were constant rumblings, too, a kind of background noise of angry people thrown out of work in newly privatized factories, of farmers being squeezed for money by corrupt officials, of religious believers being punished for exercising their faith in public. There was an unmistakable stink of political, social, and moral decay in the People’s Republic, the smell of a dynasty at the end of its tether.





How to describe the problem of China, with its perpetual seesaws



between enforced unity, order, and moral orthodoxy on the one hand and violent religious and political mutinies on the other? It had haunted me since that summer of 1989, when so many Europeans regained their liberties while Chinese failed in their attempt to gain theirs. Perhaps I should start with three stories about walls, metaphorical and real.


In the beginning there were many walls – often little more than small fortified humps in the northern plains – which separated settled Chinese states from the barbarian nomads. But legend has it that in the third century A.D., slaves of the wicked Qin emperor pulled the various walls together to form one Great Wall. The Qin emperor was the first monarch to turn several states into one. China really began with him. The Western term for China is named after his state. We don’t actually know much about the Qin emperor. But he has gone down in history as the first great dictator, the pinnacle of a new cosmic order, who killed his critics and made bonfires of their books. Mao Zedong, a keen amateur historian, admired him greatly.


The Great Wall was never very effective in keeping out belligerent barbarians, and there are few remaining traces of the Qin. Much of the wall was built only in the sixteenth century, and even those parts are crumbling. It is more as an idea, or a symbol, that the Great Wall cast a lasting spell. First it was a symbol of China’s isolation and its rulers’ wish to control an enclosed, secretive, autarchic universe, a walled kingdom in the middle of the world. The Great Wall was seen as an expression of the Qin emperor’s dream of controlling everything and everyone in his empire. He wished to rule not only over his subjects’ bodies but also over their thoughts. The Great Wall, replicated in smaller city walls all over China – and within those city walls in even smaller walls, encircling private family compounds – stands for protection as well as oppression. One implies the other: you are controlled for your own protection; a giant prison is built for the safety of its inmates. An author from Hong Kong once wrote: “There are numerous walls within the Chinese world; the Great Wall itself merely protects the



Chinese against Devils from without.”


The notion of protecting China, or Chineseness, has a long history. Chinese rebels against the Mongol rulers of the Yuan dynasty (1279–1368) and against the Manchus of the Qing (1662–1911) claimed to be saving Chinese civilization from the barbarians. But the Manchu emperors, too, justified their rule by acting as the self-appointed protectors of Chinese civilization; after all, they claimed to have restored order and virtue and to have unified the empire after the chaos of the late Ming dynasty. The same symbols recur in Chinese history, but their meanings can shift with time. From having been for centuries a symbol of tyranny, the Great Wall after the late nineteenth century became a positive symbol of Chinese achievement, national unity, and cultural security. France had its Eiffel Tower, and the British had their houses of Parliament; China had its Great Wall.


The dream of Chinese unity behind the protective stones of the Great Wall has not faded. The “homecoming” of Hong Kong in 1997 was celebrated by a massive ballet performance in Beijing featuring, among other set pieces, a Great Wall constructed from an army of drilled Chinese bodies, glistening with the sweat of their exertions. Large drums were thumped. Massive choruses rejoiced: The compatriots of Hong Kong were safely back inside the gates, under the protection and control of the Qin emperor’s political descendants. How the Hong Kong Chinese themselves felt about this blessing was not considered to be relevant.


In 1978 and 1979, however, another kind of wall had suddenly come into public view. It was made of gray brick, stood long and low in the center of Beijing, and was nothing much to look at, certainly not a tourist attraction. Mao Zedong had died two years earlier. After decades of total government control, a political thaw of sorts had set in, and the low wall in Beijing was quickly covered in poems, posters, letters, and proclamations, which often voiced complaints about abusive officials. In those giddy days of transition from Maoism to Deng Xiaoping’s authoritarian semi-capitalism, or “socialism with Chinese characteristics,” that



unpretentious wall in Beijing was almost the only forum of free public debate in China. And it was there that a little-known electrician and underground magazine editor pinned up his poster about the “Fifth Modernization” and signed it with his name: Wei Jingsheng. Deng had announced four modernizations: in agriculture, science, technology, and national defense. Wei added democracy, without which, he wrote, “the four others are nothing more than a newfangled lie.”


It was an extraordinary thing to have done. Wei said what many Chinese thought. But to do so in public was an act of extreme bravery, and to put his own name to it was foolhardy. He had gone against the orthodoxy of the state and openly criticized its supreme ruler. He lived under a dictatorship but behaved as if he were free. As most Chinese would have expected, the hand of authority came down hard, on Wei himself and on the so-called Democracy Wall movement. Wei would spend the next sixteen years in jail, much of the time in solitary confinement, tormented to the point of madness, but never broken. The Democracy Wall movement became part of a silent history, suppressed by the government but kept alive among Chinese in exile. The wall itself was torn down, to make way for a branch of the Bank of China and a glass-paneled display promoting China’s economic progress under the benevolent guidance of Deng Xiaoping.


There is also a third wall, fictional, the wall of a prison cell. It was described by a brilliant novelist, Han Shaogong. Like many Chinese intellectuals, Han was forced to “go down” to a remote rural area after the Cultural Revolution. He spent the 1970s tilling the fields in a small Hunanese village. Out of this experience came an extraordinary novel, Maqiao Dictionary, which is a kind of spoof anthropological dissection of village life through the language of its people. Each chapter is inspired by a slang expression. One of these is “democracy cell.”


The story is told by a local gambler, whom Han springs from jail by paying his fine. Dressed in rags, his hair matted with lice, the gambler stinks so badly that Han makes him take a bath before



hearing his story. Refreshed, the man starts to whine. He had been really unlucky this time.


Unlucky?


Yes, this time he had experienced the worst: a democracy cell.


A democracy cell?


Well, says the man, it’s like this: in most prisons, every cell has a boss and a hierarchy of henchmen. The boss gets to eat the best food and the best spot to sleep, and when he wishes to peep at the female prisoners through a tiny window in the wall, his cellmates must prop him up, sometimes for hours, until they buckle under the strain. But, hard though it may be, at least there is order. Every man gets his food. You have time to wash your face and to piss. You might even get some rest. Such an arrangement is better than a democracy cell. Democracy is what you get when there is no cell boss. The men fight one another like savages. They all want to be boss. Unity breaks down. Gangs go to war: Cantonese against Sichuanese, northeasterners against Shanghainese. There is no chance of getting sleep. You can’t wash. You get lousy in no time, people are injured, and sometimes even killed.


This vignette of rural prison life is a perfect illustration of a common Chinese attitude toward democracy, or indeed political freedom. Many Chinese – and not just the rulers – associate democracy with violence and disorder. Only a big boss can make sure the common people get their food and rest. Only the equivalent of an emperor can keep the walled kingdom together. Without him, the Chinese empire will fall apart: region will fight region, and warlord will fight warlord. These assumptions rest on thousands of years of authoritarian rule, beginning with the first Qin emperor and his cursed Great Wall. And they are faithfully repeated by many in the West who presume to understand China.


This is what Deng Xiaoping is alleged to have feared in 1989, when he decided to take harsh measures to stop the student demonstrations. Meeting at his walled compound with the standing committee of the Politburo, Deng said: “Of course we want to build socialist democracy, but we can’t possibly do it in a hurry,



and still less do we want that Western-style stuff. If our one billion people jumped into multiparty elections, we’d get chaos like the ‘all-out civil war’ we saw during the Cultural Revolution.”


“That Western-style stuff.” A recurring theme in China, and other autocracies outside the Western world, is the assumption that only Europeans and Americans should have the benefit of democratic institutions. It is of course a theme running through European colonial history, too. But if China has a history of despots ruling over the great Chinese empire, it also has a history of schisms and disorder and disunity, of rebellions, and of brave, mad, and foolhardy men and women who defied the orthodoxy of their given rulers. Of course rebels are not necessarily democrats. But dismissing democracy as “Western-style stuff” would consign one billion Chinese to political subservience forever. That is why I approach the Chinese-speaking world in this book through the rebels, the dissidents, the awkward squad that resists authoritarianism. What is their idea of freedom? Or of China? What does dissidence mean in a Chinese society? What makes people try, against all the odds, to defy their rulers? What chance do they have of succeeding? Will those virtual walls that make China the largest remaining dictatorship on earth ever come down?





When I studied Chinese at university in the early 1970s, at the end of the Cultural Revolution, China was mostly an abstraction, as remote and physically inaccessible as the distant past. You could not go and see China with your own eyes unless you joined an organized tour of “Friends of the Chinese People” or a rigidly supervised scholarship program. For most of us, then, looking at China was an exercise in philology or semiology: you examined the official texts for subtle shifts of tone in Party propaganda, and for added information, you scrutinized photographs to observe who was sitting where at what state banquet. This kind of thing never appealed to me. I had no interest in trying to decipher the intrigues inside Mao’s court by catching the tiny rays of light that



sometimes penetrated the Chinese wall. I was never a China watcher.


Yet I remained preoccupied with China, for the same reasons that I have been interested in Germany and Japan. Chinese, like Japanese and Germans – and most other peoples in fact, though not always with similar dire consequences – carry a heavy load of national mythology. Yet while Chinese have no trouble identifying themselves with China, they are often hard-pressed to explain what they mean by that. Modern Chinese nationalism, like all forms of mystical nationalism, is based on a myth – the myth of “China” itself, which rests on a confusion of culture and race. Again and again, Chinese have sacrificed themselves and others for the sake of this myth, as abstract in its way as the China we studied in the early 1970s.


During the handover of Hong Kong to the People’s Republic of China in 1997, a man named Lim Ken-han caused an astonishing fuss. Lim was the conductor of the Hong Kong China Philharmonic orchestra, which prided itself on being “100 percent Chinese,” unlike the Hong Kong Philharmonic, which contained musicians of various nationalities. Lim was furious when the latter was invited to play at the patriotic handover festivities, instead of his own orchestra, which was, in his words, “racially more suited.” What, apart from hurt professional pride, was the source of his fury? Lim was not a Communist. He was born in the Dutch East Indies, educated in Amsterdam, and went to live in China only in 1952, to help rebuild the motherland. Like so many other patriots from overseas, Lim became a victim of the Cultural Revolution. His sin was to have claimed that Western composers were worth hearing, even in China. Before he escaped to the relative freedom of Hong Kong, Lim’s patriotism was rejected in a horrible manner. For five years he was forced to clean toilets. Yet here he was in a rage because he was unable to express his love for China, or “China,” with his “100 percent Chinese” orchestra.


What, then, is the “China” that inspires such devotion? Going through some old magazine cuttings from the time I



lived in Hong Kong in the 1980s, I found various expressions of “Chineseness,” all vague, all, it seems, deeply felt. In 1984, an Indonesian-Chinese wrote in a Hong Kong paper: “Back in my Southern Hemisphere, I feel the wind of the night in my face and lean out of my window, looking longingly at the stars – I pray with all my heart for the glory and good fortune of my ancestral land.” A Chinese-American expressed his sentiments in another Hong Kong magazine: “‘China’ is a cultural entity which flows incessantly, like the Yellow River, from its source all the way to the present time, and from here to a boundless future. This is the basic and unshakable belief in the mind of every Chinese. It is also the strongest basis for Chinese nationalism. No matter which government is in power, people will not reject China, for there is always hope for a better future a hundred or more years from now.” This same man described the Chinese people, wherever they may be, in Beijing, or Toronto, Hong Kong, or Amsterdam, as “an almost sacred and thus unassailable entity.”


The language is overblown, but the Chinese-American patriot managed to convey the nature of Chinese nationalism, of the myth of “China.” The religious phrases form part of the confusion. “China” is more than a nation-state, although both the nation and the state are parts of the myth; “China” is all that is “under heaven,” a cosmic idea. Even though China has been broken up into various states throughout much of its history, the ideal state of affairs is the unity of all under heaven, protected by barbarian-resistant walls. Although Chinese is not one language but many languages that can be expressed in more or less the same literary form, the myth is that “Chinese” is one. Although many races live under heaven, the majority Han race is supposed to be one, and when Chinese speak of “Chinese,” they really mean the Han; but in fact even the Han are made up of many different ethnic groups, whose origins may not even be in China. Although the cosmic state under heaven is supposed to represent harmony and order, the real state of China has been marked by thousands of years of conflict and disorder. Although Chinese civilization is a complex mixture of many cultures,



both high and low, the myth has reduced it to one great tradition, roughly described as Confucianism.


“China,” then, is an orthodoxy, a dogma, which disguises politics as culture and nation as race. Order under heaven is based on “correct thinking.” Heterodoxy “confuses” people’s minds and should therefore be stamped out. The Communist Party imposed its own dogma while claiming the Chinese myth, too. Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought, and, latterly, socialism with Chinese characteristics may have replaced Confucianism as the reigning orthodoxy, but those who challenge the orthodoxy – the most precise definition of dissidents – are branded as “unpatriotic,” “anti-Chinese,” or even “un-Chinese,” as well as “counter-revolutionary,” as though all these amounted to the same thing.





My general preoccupation with the Chinese myth came into sharper focus one evening in the winter of 1996, when I was asked to introduce the activist Harry Wu to an audience in Amsterdam. Wu, who lived in California, was in Europe to promote his latest book on political prisoners in China’s forced-labor camps. I met him for breakfast on the day of his talk. He struck me as a man who was driven by his cause to the point of obsession. After spending nineteen years in prison for being a “rightist” (he had criticized the Soviet crackdown on the Hungarian uprising in 1956), this was hardly surprising. While fiercely spearing his ham and scrambled eggs, he spoke about thousands of prisons and labor camps in China containing hundreds of thousands of prisoners. He spoke about the brutal struggle for survival in those terrible places. He spoke about the trade in organs plucked from the corpses of freshly executed prisoners. And he spoke about China, a “miserable country,” with venom; the Chinese people were “fanatical in their selfishness,” he said. He gobbled his breakfast up in big mouthfuls. The sound of his mouth working on his ham and eggs was all that broke, for a few seconds at a time, his tirade against his fellow Chinese.


That evening, he spoke to a large audience. Again the stories



about the labor camps, the detention centers, and the prisons. Again the tales of his personal suffering and his sense of guilt at having survived, by stealing the last scraps of food from others who were starving. (Once he actually scraped something barely edible from a rat hole, thereby depriving the rat.) He finished by making an eloquent speech in favor of civil liberties and democracy.


Then it was time for questions. One man asked him about the approximate number of people who had been detained in labor camps. About 50 million, Wu thought. Someone else asked him about Mao, and yet another person about the reforms under Deng Xiaoping. Then a young woman raised her hand. She looked Chinese and I assumed she was until she opened her mouth and spoke English in a thick Dutch accent. “Mr. Wu,” she said. “We are both Chinese, and it is not easy to talk about our culture in front of non-Chinese.” Indeed, she found it painful to discuss the problems of “our Chinese culture.” But, she continued, wouldn’t Mr. Wu agree with her that democracy was an alien concept in Chinese culture? And that being so, how could we possibly expect such Western values to take root in “our Confucian tradition”?


Wu looked at her impatiently. I could see the muscles in his jaw stiffen. I can’t remember his precise answer. But he was used to this kind of thing; he heard it from Chinese-Americans all the time. In her naïve way, the Dutch woman expressed the Chinese myth, the orthodoxy, seemingly as a critic but in fact as someone who took it at face value, as though “our Confucian tradition” were a stone monument, unchanged and unchanging, as though it were the only tradition in China.


Harry Wu comes from a highly educated Catholic family in Shanghai. This alone would have made him an outsider in Communist China. He is also a damaged survivor of terrible brutality, which makes him obsessive, difficult, impatient, and perhaps ruthless. But for whatever reason, he is a man who defied orthodoxy. There are other Chinese like him, who are neither Christian nor from a background of high education. It was while



listening to Wu and his Dutch questioner that evening that I had the idea of writing about “China” from the point of view of the mavericks, the rebels, and the dissidents. Their personal stories would, I hoped, help us understand the mesmerizing force of the Chinese myth as well as the reasons why some people are brave or mad enough to challenge it.


These stories took me to all parts of the Chinese-speaking world, because I wanted to show how people who shared the same cultural traditions could choose very different ways to organize their societies. Politics is never a pure reflection of some monolithic culture. There are in fact several Chinas. Seen from Beijing, Taiwan is a renegade Chinese province. Seen from Taipei, Taiwan is the legitimate Republic of China to some and the independent republic of Taiwan to others, depending on their politics. Hong Kong is now part of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) but still retains its own government. Although more than 70 percent of its citizens are ethnically Chinese, Singapore is not part of China at all. But its government likes to think of itself as a model Chinese government, based on so-called Asian values, which are really more like a pastiche of Confucian values, which serve very nicely as a justification for the conservative Chinese ideal of that moral authoritarian order in which every person knows his place under heaven.


Encounters with Chinese dissidents and protesters threw up new questions. Why were so many of them Christians? Some, like Harry Wu, had Christian parents; many more had converted. Is it perhaps true, as Christians often claim, that a faith which came of age in Europe can be the only basis for liberal institutions that also ripened there? Is there something about Christianity – its egalitarianism, perhaps – that lends itself to struggles for political freedom? Or will other faiths, more in tune with Chinese traditions, provide the spur for political change? What, if any, is the connection between spiritual and political change?


This book, the product of my journeys among the Chinese awkward squad, cannot offer a definite answer to these questions.



The Chinese world is changing too fast for anyone to be definite about anything. My conclusions have to be tentative. Naturally, I have my sympathies and prejudices, which reflect to some degree my own background and upbringing. Testing them in places where different norms operate is part of the fascination of travel. But my aim is not to tell the reader what to think, or to predict the future; it is, rather, to make political questions less abstract by providing a context that is nothing if not human, personal, individual. Having studied China as an abstraction in the early 1970s, I have tried to bring it alive as a society of individuals, with peculiar personal histories. If this helps readers to understand the politics of Chinese-speaking nations, so much the better. If it makes them realize that Chinese (not “the Chinese,” another abstraction) are not utterly unlike us, whoever we may be, and that freedom from torture, persecution, and spiritual or intellectual coercion is a common desire among all human beings and not merely a Western notion, it would be better still.


My Chinese journeys were not continuous. But if there is no strictly chronological logic to the journeys, there is a geographical one. I approached the center from the periphery: Beijing is the center, the last stop. From Los Angeles, then, to Taiwan, Singapore, Hong Kong, the Special Economic Zones (SEZs) on the fringes of China, to the final destination. This lends a certain coherence to my enterprise, but there is a political logic to it as well: as a rule, individual freedom diminishes the closer one gets to the center. The U.S. is freer than Taiwan, Taiwan is freer than Hong Kong, Hong Kong is freer than the SEZs, and the SEZs are freer than Beijing. If one imagines Chinese state orthodoxy to be a game of Chinese whispers, the greater the distance from the center, the more the message loses its power, even though faint echoes can still be heard as far away as Amsterdam.











Part I
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The Exiles













Chapter 1
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Exile from Tiananmen Square


We will never know how many people were killed during that sticky night of June 3 and the early hours of June 4, 1989. A stink of burning vehicles, gunfire, and stale sweat hung heavily on Tiananmen Square; thousands of tired bodies huddled in fear around the Monument to the People’s Heroes, with its carved images of earlier rebels: the Taiping, the Boxers, the Communists of course, and also the student demonstrators of May 4, 1919, who saw “Mr. Science” and “Mr. Democracy” as the twin solutions to China’s political problems. The huge, rosy face of Chairman Mao stared from the wall of the Forbidden City across three or four dead bodies lying where his outsize shoes would have been had his portrait stretched that far. Tracer bullets and flaming cars lit up the sky in bursts of pale orange. Loudspeakers barked orders to leave the square immediately, or else. Spotlights were switched off and then on again. And over the din of machine-gun fire, breaking glass, stamping army boots, screaming people, wailing sirens, and rumbling APCs, young voices, hoarse from exhaustion, sang the “Internationale,” followed by the patriotic hit song of the year, “Descendants of the Dragon”:







In the ancient East there is a dragon;


China is its name.


In the ancient East there lives a people,


The dragon’s heirs every one.




Under the claws of this mighty dragon I grew up


And its descendant I have become.


Like it or not—


Once and forever, a descendant of the dragon . . .








The words, which reduced the remaining students to tears, expressed pride in “Chineseness” as well as a sense of oppression that goes with it. The singer and composer of the song was Hou Dejian, a Taiwanese rock star who had moved to China from Taiwan in 1983, his way of coming “home,” of feeling fully Chinese. But the oppression soon got to him. So he became a kind of rock ’n’ roll mentor of the Tiananmen Movement, his last great hope for a patriotic resolution to China’s problems. When the shooting began, some students elected to die rather than retreat, but Hou talked them out of such pointless self-sacrifice, and negotiated with the army so the students could leave the Square alive. Afterward, he was forced to go back to Taiwan, where, disgusted with Chinese politics, he turned his attention to Chinese folk religions instead.


By 5 A.M. on June 4, the massacre in Beijing was more or less over, though some people were still shot in the head or chest by snipers from the 27th Army, which had last seen action during the Sino-Vietnamese war, more than ten years earlier. By daybreak the last students had retreated from the square in a single file. The Tiananmen demonstrations for free speech, independent student and workers’ unions, and the recognition of the student demonstrators as “patriots” had ended in failure. The government had offered no concessions. Five days after the killings, the paramount leader of China, Deng Xiaoping, praised the army for crushing the plot of “a rebellious clique” bent on establishing “a bourgeois republic entirely dependent on the West.”


Compared to the famines caused by Chairman Mao’s Great Leap Forward between 1958 and 1962 (more than 30 million dead) or the regular purges of “rightists,” “revisionists,” and other “counterrevolutionary elements” during the 1950s and 1960s, the



death toll in Beijing was modest. The figured offered by the Chinese government, as well as some foreign journalists, is around three hundred. Other estimates range from twenty-seven hundred to many more. But never before had the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) publicly aimed its guns at unarmed Chinese citizens with the intention of murdering them, and not just in the capital but in more than three hundred cities all over China. Most of the victims—on the night itself and in the following months—shot in the neck with single bullets, for which their families were duly billed, were not students but ordinary citizens. The PLA had done to its own people what Soviet tanks had done decades before in Budapest and Prague.


Since the recent publication of The Tiananmen Papers, we probably know a little bit more about what went on behind the walls of Zhongnanhai, the government quarters next to the Forbidden City. There, the Communist leaders fought among themselves in an atmosphere of intrigue and panic as scattered student protests grew into a movement in early May. “Reformists,” led by Party general-secretary Zhao Ziyang, advocated a peaceful solution, by negotiating with the students, but “hard-liners,” led by Premier Li Peng, opposed any kind of compromise. In the end, the hard-liners, backed by a group of Party elders, some of them barely literate, prevailed. Deng Xiaoping, the paramount leader, made his decision. Zhao would have to step down. No concessions to the counterrevolutionaries. And on May 20, martial law was imposed on Beijing.


Fissures running through the student movement were as deep as those that split the government. Some student leaders wanted to declare victory in May and retreat from the Square. Others— prompted by new batches of students freshly arrived from the provinces, and egged on by radicalized Beijing intellectuals thirsting for action—favored a tougher line: hunger strikes, no retreat, no compromise with government officials no matter who they were. Tactical quarrels and mutual denunciations went on until the night of the killings. And they continue to this day, inside the



government, but also among the dissidents and former student leaders living in exile.


Since none of this can be openly discussed in China, the fallout of Tiananmen rains down in peculiar ways. The internal Party documents published as The Tiananmen Papers, were probably compiled and smuggled out of China by people in the reformist camp, as a way to discredit Li Peng and his fellow hard-liners. And Chinese in exile still tear one another apart over the failures of 1989. Should the students have retreated before the tanks came in? Should they have given the government “face,” and thus helped Zhao Ziyang retain his position? Did they have a choice? Is slow reform, beginning inside the Communist Party itself, the only way forward? Or will it take a revolution to break the Party’s monopoly on power? These are all fascinating questions that are too often buried in a poisonous brew of hostile gossip and recrimination.


My own interest in these quarrels was not as a historian of Tiananmen. I wanted to know more about the rebels themselves and the nature of their dissent. The politics of the students, intellectuals, workers, journalists, and others who became involved in the rebellion were too confused, contradictory, and murky to invite easy conclusions. And what they say ten years after the fact about 1989 should not be taken at face value. What we have are interpretations, a Rashomon story. The interpretations, as always with such tales, tell us more about the people who offer them than about the story itself. To complicate things, the interpretations change over time, according to circumstances. As my first step into the world of Chinese rebellions, the Rashomon of Tiananmen seemed an obvious place to start.





Most of the prominent student leaders of Tiananmen Square are now living abroad, in the United States, France, and elsewhere. They have joined older dissidents from previous mutinies in one of the largest political diasporas in history, comparable to that of the French Huguenots in the seventeenth century, Russians after



1919, Germans after 1933, or Hungarians and Czechs in the 1950s and 1960s.


Wang Dan, bookish, bespectacled, the most reflective figure among his peers, led the Autonomous Federation of Students in 1989. He arrived in America in 1998, after several years in jail, to study history at Harvard. Chai Ling, the so-called chief commander on the Square, is the CEO of a computer software company in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Or at least she was when I last saw her in 1999. Feng Congde, Chai Ling’s ex-husband, lived in Paris and was rumored to have gone through various religious phases: Taoism, Christianity, Buddhism. Li Lu, Chai’s “deputy” on the Square, manages a hedge fund in Manhattan. Wang Chaohua, one of the oldest and more politically astute Federation of Students leaders in 1989, was studying Chinese literature at UCLA. Zhang Boli, founder, on the eve of the massacre, of the so-called Democracy University on the Square, was studying to be a Protestant minister in California. Wu’er Kaixi, the student leader with rock-star charisma, was a radio-talk-show host in Taiwan.


Chai Ling was seen on television all over the world every day for almost a month: a small, frail girl in a grubby white T-shirt and baggy jeans, admonishing, entertaining, and hectoring the crowds through a megaphone that seemed to hide her whole face. Her image—the megaphone in jeans—was as emblematic of that year of revolutions as the short film clip of the young man trying to defy a tank on Chang’an Avenue. She was on the cover of magazines. Her statements were distributed on audiotapes. There were Chai Ling T-shirts on sale in Hong Kong. Only twenty-three years old at the time, Chai, then a graduate student of psychology at Beijing Normal University, seemed to have appeared from nowhere. Feng Congde was the political one. She followed her husband. That, at any rate, is how she remembers it. But Chai displayed a remarkable capacity for making men follow her. It was one of the main reasons other student leaders set her up as a figure to rally around on the Square. Her oddly affecting physical presence—the ready smile, the quick tears, the appealing eyes—



and her gift for oratory held together a disparate, fractious movement, especially when morale was flagging.


Chai’s speech on May 12 moved hundreds of people to go on a hunger strike when the government ignored the students’ demands for a public “dialogue,” and she galvanized the support of many thousands of others. “We, the children,” she said, her reedy voice breaking with emotion, “are ready to die. We, the children, are ready to use our lives to pursue the truth. We, the children, are willing to sacrifice ourselves.” Who could resist such innocence, such purity? Chai’s tearful rhetoric of blood sacrifice owed something to universal student romanticism, exploited by Mao during the Cultural Revolution, but there were echoes too of an older Chinese tradition shaped less by romance than by force of circumstance: it was not rare for critics of the emperor to sacrifice their lives as the ultimate price for telling the truth. Days after the crackdown, while Chai was on the run, a tape of her recalling the last hours on the Square was smuggled out of China. The students, she said, sang “Descendants of the Dragon” with tears in their eyes. And then: “We embraced each other and held hands, for we knew that the end had come. It was time to die for the nation.”


This message was broadcast in Hong Kong. But she had made another statement a week before, not meant for public consumption. It was recorded in a Beijing hotel room by an American reporter named Philip Cunningham. The interview became the centerpiece of a 1995 documentary film about Tiananmen, The Gate of Heavenly Peace. In it, Chai is sitting on a bed, small, thin, and jittery with nervous exhaustion. Government troops have moved into Beijing. Factions within the student movement are quarreling about tactics, aims, pecking orders, and money. Chai is sobbing as she speaks: “My students keep asking me, ‘What should we do next? What can we accomplish?’ I feel so sad, because how can I tell them that what we are actually hoping for is bloodshed, the moment when the government is ready to butcher the people brazenly? Only when the Square is awash with blood will the people



of China open their eyes. Only then will they really be united. But how can I explain any of this to my fellow students?”


I first met Chai in 1996, when we were both visiting Taiwan for the first free presidential elections in Chinese history. I was there to write a magazine article. She was a political celebrity making the rounds of talk shows and official dinners. It was hard to imagine the Chai I met in Taipei being the same person as that hysterical, sobbing girl in the Beijing hotel room in 1989. Her small body had thickened, her narrow eyes had widened, and she was dressed smartly in the style of an American businesswoman: white skirt, maroon blazer, gold buttons. Divorced from her Chinese husband, she now spoke softly in almost flawless American sentences. Only her sweet, dimpled smile reminded me of earlier images I had seen.


We were sitting around the breakfast table one morning in our hotel, and were joined by two Chinese-Americans, David and Gloria, from St. Petersburg, Florida. David, a dapper man in pale cream trousers, and Gloria, a small woman wearing thick white makeup, had strong opinions about Taiwanese politics. The Taiwanese people, they said, were clearly not ready for democracy. Just look at the corruption and the crime rate. And that President Lee Teng-hui, why, he spoke better Japanese than Chinese. Was he even Chinese at all? He was clearly being manipulated by Japan into provoking China with all his talk of Taiwan going its own way. Gloria then turned to me to explain why Chinese people everywhere needed to be united. I was only half listening, for I was watching Chai in fascination. She was speaking soothingly to David, in English, about “the dignity of free choice” and the need for “constitutional limits of power.” David was clearly irritated. He said the most important thing was to stick to the goal of a united China. Then, while he was still in full flow, Chai glanced at her chunky gold watch, smoothed her blazer, and said with a smile: “Pardon me, but I’ve got to go. David, Gloria, I want you to know I really respect your opinions and thank you for a real fruitful communication. Have a nice day.”




From blood sacrifice to constitutionalism and “Have a nice day”: The shift in rhetoric and the slickness of its presentation were remarkable. Three years later, I saw Chai again. We met for a cappuccino in a nice outdoor café in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where she had been living since she enrolled at Harvard Business School in 1996. Once again, I was struck by her eagerness to charm, her coquettishness, and the steeliness within the cuddly frame. Occasionally, there would be a sudden hint of suspicion— “Who told you that?” “Why do you want to know that?”—but such outbursts were followed by a cocked head, the dimpled smile, and a disarming assurance that “of course, I trust you. You are my friend.”


We talked about her Internet company, backed by executives from Reebok and Microsoft. The clichés of American political science had made way now for those of the corporate world. America, she said, was “a wonderful land of opportunity for anyone prepared to work his butt off.” Her aim, by selling communication technology to American colleges, was to “create an environment where people can interact creatively.” Her partner was the Republican former state treasurer of Massachusetts and her main adviser was her former boss in a “global strategy consultancy firm.”


Chai handed me a folder with promotional material. It contained references to her career at the Harvard Business School and her “leadership skills” on Tiananmen Square. She spoke to me about her plans to liberate China via the Internet. She joked that she wanted to be rich enough to buy China, so she could “fix it.” But although she was not shy to use her celebrity to promote her business, she was oddly reluctant to discuss the past. When I asked her to go over some of the events in 1989, she asked why I wanted to know “about all that old stuff, all that garbage.” What was needed was to “find some space and build a beautiful new life.” What was wanted was “closure” for Tiananmen. I felt the chilly presence of Henry Ford’s ghost hovering over our cappuccinos in that nice outdoor café. From being an icon of history, Chai had moved into a world where all history is bunk.




Li Lu was Chai’s most strident deputy in 1989. He had refused to leave the Square just days before the crackdown, after other student leaders, including Wang Dan, Wu’er Kaixi, and Chai, had decided by vote to urge the crowds to do so. Chai changed her mind, tearfully, because of Li Lu. When some well-known Beijing intellectuals advised the students to avoid a bloody confrontation, Li Lu denounced them as “government agents.” Like Chai’s, Li’s appearance on the scene in 1989 was sudden. But within days of arriving in the capital, this provincial student from Nanjing had managed to meet all the main student leaders. A partnership with Chai suited them both: she would be his metropolitan patron, and he her trusted adviser.


Li Lu’s office was on the twenty-sixth floor of a building on Madison Avenue. I waited outside his door while he concluded a phone call. I could hear a bluff voice calling out: “Hey, Bill, cancel my lunch with Dick on Tuesday.” There was a slight burr, a tone more than an accent, that hinted at the speaker’s non-American origin. I glanced at the books on the shelves: tax guides, Wei Jingsheng’s prison letters, business journals. I flipped through some newspaper clippings I had brought with me. There was a profile in The New York Times Magazine. There were articles in The Washington Post. There was a piece quoting Li Lu’s remark that the U.S. stock market boom was like a woman’s multiple orgasm. I knew that he had received an M.B.A. as well as a law degree from Columbia University, and that he had been the honored guest of presidents, senators, and television-talk-show hosts only months after being smuggled out of China by boat. Then, suddenly, there he was, emerging from his office with a smile and an outstretched hand, wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a dark flannel suit: “What’ya want: Coke, Evian, coffee . . . ?” Evian, I said. “Hot or cold? Hey, you’re European. You guys always have it warm, right?” And this was a man who hardly spoke English in 1989.


The first thing you notice about Chai Ling, Li Lu, and many others of their generation, is their smooth way with words, a sign, perhaps, of their intelligence, or at least of an extraordinary talent



to adapt. Maybe it has something to do with their background, too. They grew up in a society where jargon is the only currency of public political life. The wooden language of the Party has replaced the ancient Confucian clichés with disastrous results. Language is deprived of meaning. “Correct thinking” is learned by rote. People use words whether or not anyone believes them. But orthodoxy changes suddenly, depending on who is up or down in the political hierarchy. What was black yesterday could very well be white today, and you had better be sure which is which. This can result in a facility for rhetoric or a talent for lying to survive. It breeds a cynicism, so that no one is assumed to hold an opinion without ulterior—usually sinister—motives. And because politics, among government officials as well as their opponents, is often confused with morality, unorthodox views, or simply opinions other than one’s own, are seen as a sign of bad character.


This may be one reason why Chai Ling and Li Lu are hated in the Chinese diaspora. Their transformation from idealistic young patriots to go-getting Americans looks too transparent, too self-serving. Foreign adulation also invites jealousy, which is another reason for hatred. A Chinese friend of mine, who is by no means sympathetic to the Communist regime, called Chai Ling and Li Lu “scum.” A well-known Chinese writer referred to them as “extremists” and “Mao Zedong’s best students,” implying that they shared the violent attitudes of Red Guards. Several people told me the former student leaders had “built their careers on the blood of the Tiananmen victims.”


Rhetoric was at the heart of the most bitter Tiananmen controversy after 1989. The filmmakers Carma Hinton and Richard Gordon made their 1995 documentary, Gate of Heavenly Peace, as a polemic against the “radical” student leaders, specifically Chai Ling. Through the deft use of archive material and narration, they argued that the most extreme students had hijacked the leadership of the demonstrations: it was the radical behavior of Chai Ling and her cohorts, behavior that reflected the extremism of the Communist Party itself, that had provoked the hardliners in the



government to crack down with such brutality. The main evidence for this was the infamous interview with Chai in the Beijing hotel room a few days before the killings began. And the most contentious sentence was: “. . . what we are actually hoping for is bloodshed.” Chai claims that the word for “hoping for” can also mean “to expect” in Chinese, depending on the context. Her defenders say she is right. Her critics said she was lying. Chai accused the filmmakers of “pleasing the [Chinese] government for their personal gain” and “hawking” their film “for crude commercial profit.” To look for the truth, then, was no longer the point: debate was stifled by mutual denunciation.


Denunciation is the common poison within any dictatorship based on dogma. And paranoia is not a uniquely Chinese vice. Political exiles fight among themselves wherever they come from: Cut off from a common enemy, they tear into each other. In the course of talking to Chinese exiles and activists, I found almost no one with anything good to say about anyone else. Mention a name, and I would be told that person was a liar, a government agent, a spy, an opportunist, a gangster, an extremist, or corrupted by sex or power—or both. I was often reminded of a Japanese ex-convict who said the most-used word inside Japanese jails was liar. In a climate of denunciation, nothing that anybody says can be trusted: “X is going to be released next week”—“Liar!” “An extra ration of meat on the emperor’s birthday”—“Liar!” “The weather was fine today”—“Liar!”


Mutual suspicion is not just an exile’s disease, however. It reveals a deeper wound in Chinese civilization. If cynicism is pervasive in a country where telling lies is a matter of daily survival, then slander is the main tool of oppression. Lying trickles down from the top to the rest of society. Survivors develop a facility for it. They know what subjects to avoid, how to affect ignorance, and how to say one thing in public and something quite different in private. Chinese themselves are the first to state how “double-faced” they are as a people. They often say this with an air of distress and embarrassment, but sometimes also with a perverse kind



of pride, as though a habit of duplicity were a sign of superior sophistication. “We are such a complicated people,” one is told over and over. “Our culture is so complicated, you foreigners can never understand us,” as if “you foreigners” are a bit simpleminded in your earnest attempts to blurt out the truth.


The culture of duplicity, however, is older than Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought. “Correct thinking” articulated by a class of highly educated scribes or scholar-officials and enforced by the state, has been a feature of all East Asian societies, where authority is justified by Confucianist dogmas. One of the dogmas is that “harmony” and “unity,” at the expense of individual liberty, define Chinese culture and are indeed the essence of “Chineseness.” The extreme orthodoxy of North Korean communism is a grotesque perversion of this kind of thinking. In Korea, China, and Vietnam, communism simply adapted itself to the worst features of the older tradition.


To blame Confucius for this would be to miss the point, for the sage often talked about the need for cultivated men to tell the truth, however unwelcome it might be to the ears of their rulers. As a warning against tyranny, he recalled the story of a despotic king who tested the loyalty of his subjects by pointing to a deer and calling it a horse. Naturally, the subjects were too terrified to contradict him. So Chinese were already aware more than two thousand years ago that lies corrupt politics. Only if the truth can be told, preached Confucius, and false names rectified, can good government follow.


And yet the Japanese, who have more freedom to speak their minds than most East Asians, still consider the tension between public truth (tatemae) and personal motive (honne) to be the key to their social behavior. Because words are always suspect and true motives rarely stated, Japanese and Chinese idealize the virtue of sincerity. A sincere person doesn’t always need to speak the truth as long as his or her motives are pure. This, too, is perverted under Communist rule: it isn’t enough for a political prisoner to repeat the official dogmas; he must do so “sincerely”—that is, his spirit



must be purged of any vestige of individual critical thought. Like the Christians in seventeenth-century Japan, the heterodox must correct their errors by acts of apostasy: stamping on images of the Virgin Mary in the case of the Japanese Christians, denouncing “reactionaries”—even if they were your parents or best friends— if you were a prisoner under Mao. One of the reasons ordinary citizens in Beijing came out in such large numbers to support the students in 1989, especially after the hunger strikes in May, is that the students’ professions of martyrdom and sacrifice for the nation were seen as the highest forms of sincerity.





In the winter of 1998, I flew to Taichung, a large, brash, ugly, businesslike city in the center of Taiwan. I wanted to meet Wu’er Kaixi, the most charming, most eloquent, most swaggering of the student leaders. Who can forget the sight of him in May 1989, after the first hunger strike, fresh from his hospital bed, still dressed in his pajamas, sucking his oxygen bottle like a big baby, wagging his finger at Premier Li Peng in the Great Hall of the People? It was like a farcical reenactment of “struggle sessions” during the Cultural Revolution, when students tormented their elders, often to death. Except this time the student held no power, and violence would be the elder man’s choice of weapon. Wu’er still had the pudgy looks of a teenage idol in Beijing despite the fast. He grew fat in exile. His first years in the U.S. are legendary—drunken rock star behavior, unlimited cash, girls, parties, and two-thousand-dollar suits. Talent agencies beckoned. A Hollywood contract to play himself in a movie about Tiananmen was in the offing. But after those few fat years, things began to slide. The money dried up. Exile organizations shunned him. He fainted rather too conveniently during public debates. As with the other student leaders, except Wang Dan, who was still in a Chinese jail, Wu’er Kaixi’s image as a sincere freedom fighter had been tarnished.


And now he had married the daughter of a wealthy Taiwanese businessman and worked as a late-night radio disc jockey in Taichung. We met in an American-style hamburger joint. A



lachrymose Taiwanese pop song was playing softly. Wu’er ordered a club sandwich. A gray T-shirt was stretched tight over his round stomach. His face had filled out, giving him the look of a dark cherub with soulful round eyes and pouting red lips. He fiddled with a cell phone. A U.S. senator was coming to Taipei and Wu’er was expecting a dinner invitation to come through at any minute. The prospect made him fidgety. The invitation never came.


Despite his sleek and somewhat pampered exterior, Wu’er still has the charm of a born schmoozer, a man who likes to move in public. You could see why the crowds in Beijing listened to him from the moment he clambered on top of a wall and told them to resist the dictators. Wu’er is funny and expansive. He speaks the same almost-perfect American English as Chai Ling and Li Lu: “Those first three or four years in the U.S.? Gee, I should have been put away in an institution.” He had been overwhelmed by the experience of exile, of living in a free society. He had needed at least four years to calm down, just to think straight. The greatest problem, he said, was how to cope with disappointed idealism.


Wu’er is a Uighur, the Muslim minority in the far west of China. He looks Levantine more than Chinese. Although his father was a staunch Communist cadre, the family didn’t eat pork, and something of the Muslim ethos had survived. Wu’er grew up with a strong sense of right and wrong, he explained, so unlike the Han Chinese, whose values are collectivist, not individual, and that, he continued, is why they lie quite happily to preserve harmony and “face.” The idealism Wu’er, or, as he put it, “the Tiananmen generation” grew up with was the last gasp of Maoism. When he was eight, his head was filled with Maoism. But the death of Mao, the arrest of his wife, Jiang Qing, and her cohorts—the Gang of Four—and the opening up of China to the West put an end to all that. Instead, people were encouraged by the new leader, Deng Xiaoping, to get rich quick. Corruption and crime soared. Wu’er: “What we had been taught went against everything we saw with our own eyes.” The official rhetoric swung wildly and the wooden phrases of authority almost never matched reality. The realization



that they had been lied to, almost universally recognized among intelligent Chinese, fueled the Tiananmen generation’s rebellious spirit. But their hatred of authority was mixed, in Wu’er’s view, with an “old Chinese intellectual tradition of being responsible for the nation. We thought we could save China.”


The massacre on June 4 put an end to that dream as well. As a result, Wu’er explained, people buried their disillusion under a thick crust of cynicism. “It is hard to kill idealism,” he said. “But Uncle Sam helped by rewarding extreme pragmatism. The green card is the best way to kill idealism.”


I had heard it before, and not just from Chinese: the lack of deep meaning in Western life, the emptiness of American materialism, and so on. Spirituality, or the lack of it, and moral values, or the lack of them, were clearly problems that exercised Wu’er. In his talk, spirituality, idealism, and politics overlapped; they merged into a kind adolescent angst, as they often had in 1989, when Wu’er stood up in the Square, in his jeans and his cowboy boots, an adoring girl usually at hand, and announced that he was not interested in politics but was really an artist. His politics became a form of self-assertion, sometimes expressed in snatches of favorite rock-and-roll lyrics. “I love myself,” went one of his lines, “so I say I’m good and I deserve to be happy. I want to live for me. I’m Wu’er Kaixi, not someone else.” This was a long way from Maoist idealism. And yet in his comments about Taiwan he could sound almost like a Maoist.


Wu’er pointed out the window of the hamburger joint. “Look at that,” he said. I looked, and saw two young girls walking by in miniskirts and T-shirts that left their midriffs bare. “Look at that,” he repeated, while looking intently. “You can see everything.” The indignation seemed genuine, even though it came from him, the old playboy of the Western world. Just think, he said: Taiwanese girls, “as young as sixteen,” who worked in bars and took money for sex, to buy clothes with fashionable brand names. He shook his head as though he couldn’t believe it.


The Taiwanese were the luckiest Chinese, he said. They were



free. Yet all this had ended in “a collapse of moral values.” Uighur morality, on the other hand, was similar to Christianity. Western philosophy, he said, was based on individualism. And so was Islam. But the Chinese—and here he spoke as if they were foreigners to him—didn’t think in terms of good and bad on an individual basis. They still had to learn individualism. Not that Wu’er had ever thought of these things much in China: “I developed these ideas after those crazy years in America.” And now that he had found himself as a “media person,” he wanted to implement those ideas in China. He would revive the idealism of 1989. He wanted to “dream big,” work for press freedom, build a “lively civil society.” He would have his own radio show in China. No, bigger than that—he would build his own “media empire.”





Saving China is an old Confucianist project. The China to be saved is often a utopian ideal, defined by cultural rather than geographical borders. Rulers are supposed to be men of superior virtue. If such virtues are lacking in public life, it is the moral duty of gentleman-scholars to restore them. Even without knowing much about the tradition, the former student leaders claim to have been influenced by it, just as their revolutionary parents were. For example, Chai Ling’s former deputy, Li Lu, told me: “We thought we could save China because we were educated. It is laughable but also admirable. Like my father, we were typical Confucianists.”


Unlike Wu’er, Li Lu comes from a family of intellectuals. His grandfather wrote a thesis at Columbia University in the 1920s, comparing Confucian philosophy with the liberal ideas of John Dewey. An advocate of individual liberty, he died in prison during the Cultural Revolution. Li Lu’s father studied science in the Soviet Union and was a good Communist dedicated to the revolution that would save China. But he too was imprisoned for many years in labor camps for being a class enemy. And yet he still tells his son in New York “to be Chinese, to help China, and not be fooled by a foreign country.”




Chai Ling has been given to grand statements about saving China as well. At the same time, she describes her American exile as a release, a liberation from that burden. The details of her escape from China in 1990 are still mysterious. She simply arrived in Hong Kong by train one day. There are stories of plastic surgery to disguise her famous face and of help from gangsters, peasants, and even policemen on the way, of being smuggled out in a sealed crate; but none of this is certain. Chai herself has kept her silence. But she told me about her early years of exile, when she lived in Princeton in virtual seclusion. She told me how hard it was to be treated as an icon, when all she wanted was “closure.” After Tiananmen, she said, “we were forced to become something we didn’t want and do something we couldn’t do—find a solution to the ancient problems of China.” All she really wanted was to “struggle to be the person I want to be.” And it didn’t take much struggle to find she was “a born entrepreneur.”


While I listened to Chai telling me this happy news in Cambridge, images of a different Chai passed through my mind: Chai holding forth about the future of China on U.S. television shows, Chai talking about being nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 1990, Chai posing as the Goddess of Democracy in New York in 1992, to protest against the visit of Premier Li Peng. And yet I believed her when she said she found it liberating to learn English, to talk to Americans, and to walk around Cambridge and Boston buying clothes, “hanging out,” doing what she felt like doing. The propensity to use touchy-feely language about finding oneself, which she shares with Li Lu and Wu’er Kaixi, is not a new affectation picked up in the process of being Americanized; it was already part of the Tiananmen generation. Mixed in with the rhetoric about democratic rights and romantic Chinese patriotism were strong, often barely coherent echoes of European, Japanese, and American revolts in 1968: “l’imagination au pouvoir,” sex and rock ’n’ roll, “My G-g-g-generation!” The boasting and the braggadocio—Wu’er Kaixi’s claims in 1989 that he was better than Lech Walesa and comparable to Gandhi, or Li Lu’s later



assertions that the Tiananmen students had lit the fuse that destroyed the Soviet empire—were part of their callow individualism. They wanted to be free to choose their own lives, unmolested by the collectivist pressures of Chinese society and the corruption of China’s oppressive politics. Most were already touched by America long before they got there.


The daughter of doctors in Shandong province, Chai Ling had a hard but not untypical childhood for someone of her class and time. She was often left alone to take care of her brother and sister when her parents were ordered to tend to peasants in remote villages. She developed an early aversion to politics, for all too often politics meant being forced to take part in campaigns that were sometimes plainly mad and almost always humiliating. Politics was the reason she was so frequently left alone with her siblings. Life became easier after the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, which is Chai’s earliest political memory. Teachers told her to cry, but she felt like laughing instead. She has little recollection of the Democracy Wall movement, which began two years later with Wei Jingsheng. With few exceptions, the students of 1989, who had grown up under Deng Xiaoping’s slogan “To Get Rich Is Glorious,” had barely heard of Wei. That was a different time—and a very different generation.


Chai was an undergraduate at Beijing University, where, she says, “we all had the American dream.” I asked her what that meant. She said: “The America of cowboy movies, where people work their butts off and succeed. I always wanted to come to America. In fact, I was applying for a place at an American school in 1989 when the demonstrations began.” The land where people “work their butts off.” It was the second time in our conversation she had used that expression. Perhaps you have to grow up in a Communist society, where trying to get ahead through hard work is more often a recipe for trouble than success, to understand that working your butt off can be a form of freedom. From what Chai told me, however, the glimmering of a peculiar American dream, one that combined ambition with a kind of sentimental hubris,



came to her as something stranger than cowboy movies: Chai’s adolescent dream was to have a television show for parents and children, then to build a theme park and “merchandise” the clothes and toys. Walt Disney was her hero: “He had a passion and made it come true.” That was the kind of passion, she says, that went into the Tiananmen Movement.


Disneyland fantasies and starving to save China struck me as an odd combination. But Chai assured me that the hunger strike, too, was all about the love of life. The students loved life so much that they were willing to give it up for others. It was absolutely “sincere,” not just a matter of political tactics. “It was meant to overcome politics—the stereotype of politics.”


The professions of innocence, of sincerity and youthful purity, tactical or not, were an important part of the students’ emotional appeal. They fitted the traditional ideal of selfless love of the nation. But they fitted very awkwardly with the pursuit of American dreams. It was this ill-fitting quilt of traditional Chinese idealism and romantic individualism, inspired by fantasies of Western-style freedom, that the students brought with them into exile. America finally enabled Chai Ling, Li Lu, and others to do what they had always wanted—to make up their own lives and fulfill their ambitions. But as with many immigrants, their new lives magnified some of the weaknesses of the new world as well as those of the country they had left behind. Idealism merged with self-promotion—that is the American way. An instinct for survival and a tendency toward paranoia—that is a legacy from China. After listening to Chai Ling’s boosterism of the American way of life, I told her she was the most Americanized Chinese I had ever met. A flash of fearful anger swept across her face: “You must never say that! I am a survivor. If you say that, people in China will hate me!”


She was right. But some of those people, of an older, more battered generation, were living in America too.





Liu Binyan was once the most famous journalist in China. In the



1980s, his magazine and newspaper articles exposing official corruption and abuses of power were read, copied, and passed on by millions. Liu was greeted as a kind of savior when he arrived in this town or that to investigate the latest scandal. People camped out in front of his house in Beijing, hoping he might write about their stories of suffering. There were millions, hundreds of millions, of such stories. Liu only had time for a few.


Liu Binyan was a truly Chinese hero, a loyal Communist who tried to live up to the ideals of the Confucian literati. His aim was to uphold the official dogma—that is, Marxism-Leninism—but to keep it pure from human corruption and restore virtue to the men who ruled in its name. But Liu, like all Chinese men and women who refused to surrender their critical faculties, was punished for speaking his mind. In 1987 he was purged from the Party for “libel and slander” and promoting “bourgeois liberalism.” It was the second time in his life that this had happened. During Mao’s persecution of critical intellectuals in 1957, Liu was stripped of his job and his Party membership and vilified for being an evil “rightist.” His children were turned against him, his wife was forced to denounce him in public, and for years he was made to feed pigs and haul excrement. All this because he had dared to criticize the Party leaders, which showed his “insincere attitude” or, worse, his “independent thinking.” He was “rehabilitated” in 1961, but persecuted again, this time with even fiercer cruelty, in 1969. Allowed to rejoin the Party in 1980, he had several years of respite, as a star reporter for the the People’s Daily, the official Party newspaper.


Liu loved the Party but could not refrain from reporting what he saw: Party bosses lining their pockets and abusing women (sometimes in exchange for scraps of food) while people who protested were tortured and killed. “China,” he wrote in his autobiography, A Higher Kind of Loyalty, “seemed like a monstrous mill, continually rolling, crushing all individuality out of the Chinese character. Every one of your words and deeds, every aspect of your life, had to conform to the norm. . . . The unseen mill



ground on relentlessly, silently, trying to wear out all edges and create a mass of people with the same set, ingratiating expression when facing their rulers. The net result was to make a virtue of hypocrisy. Between superiors and subordinates, in relationships with one’s own peers, a superficial atmosphere of good fellowship prevailed, while plots and intrigues went on behind your back. But some people, once installed in power, showed their fangs.”


Enough, you might think, to destroy a man’s faith in communism forever. But Liu still doesn’t blame the dogma. He blames the men who perverted it, the people who were corrupted by power. He, like his tormentors, believes that his enemies are imbued with evil motives. And for saying so, he now lives in the small New Jersey town of Plainsboro.


The prim row of new suburban houses in shades of white and beige bears no sign of history or aesthetic tradition; the homes are neat but look flimsy, as though not built to last long. There was no sign of people in the hushed street, just the odd car passing by. Plainsboro felt like a long way from anywhere. I sat down with Liu in his living room one November afternoon. The decoration was sparse: a Chinese calligraphy on one wall, some green plants, and a wooden table covered in clippings from American newspapers and Chinese émigré journals. Liu sat in the shadow of the wintry sunlight that slanted through the window. A tall man with slow, ponderous movements and a leathery northern-Chinese face crisscrossed with deep grooves, Liu looked like a melancholy bear. Speaking in English and Chinese, he told me what he thought of the student leaders of 1989.


“The thing is,” he said, “they knew nothing about history. They thought they were the first democrats in China. But their greatest failing was their personal desire for power.” I recalled something Liu had written after the Beijing Massacre. He had critized the students for being “the most selfish generation since 1949.” He said they had no idea of sacrificing themselves for a larger cause.


I asked him why he thought this should be so. He said it was the influence of the West on Chinese, which is usually negative:



materialism, the sexual revolution, that kind of thing. To live in the dark ages and then to be exposed to Western culture too fast— this can only lead to the worst kind of egotism.


So Liu also suspected the students’ sincerity. Yet I knew from his book that his first rebellious feelings had not been so different from those of the younger generation he criticized. Some of the sentences in his autobiography reminded me of what I had heard from Wu’er Kaixi. Born in the freezing northeast of China in 1925, Liu had joined the Communist revolutionaries because he wanted to fight the Japanese invaders who ransacked China in the 1930s as well as poverty and injustice. But he also wanted, he wrote, to “liberate myself, to realize myself. I could not say precisely what this ‘self’ was, but I had a feeling that there was something in me that, though still undeveloped, would eventually blossom, until one day I would do something special.”


Liu loved the traditional Chinese theater and read patriotic Communist stories about workers and peasants who gave their lives to the nation. As a young boy, he was inspired by the heroic example of Yue Fei, a twelfth-century military commander whose self-sacrifice is still celebrated in operas and comic books. Yue Fei was one in a long line of Chinese diehards who would not compromise with barbarians at China’s gates, in his case nomads north of the Chinese wall. Before going to war, Yue Fei kneeled before his mother, revealing four characters tattooed on his back: “Serve the country to my utmost.”


The difference between Liu and the Tiananmen students is that the Communist Party had provided him with a focus for his faith, patriotic ardor, and loyalty. Communism was the correct way to serve China. Unfortunately, however, Liu’s other ambition—to “realize” himself—got in the way. That is what made him a “rightist,” a “counterrevolutionary,” and a “bourgeois liberal”—not despite himself, but because of it. He wanted to believe, but reality kept challenging his faith, and in the end the Party spurned him. The students who came of age after Mao had no such illusions. They had patriotic feelings but no ideology. And they were young



enough when they arrived in America to find personal liberation in exile. By contrast, Liu Binyan has found only disillusion. His world has collapsed. He is stuck in an American suburb, because he was betrayed by his own faith at home.


The room went dark as he spoke of his disappointments. Liu had been excited by the Tiananmen rebellion, and in the summer of 1989, when the last vestiges of legitimacy had been stripped from the men in power by their own murderous actions, he expected the regime to crumble. At last he would return home in triumph, to restore virtue to Chinese politics and save not just his country but the best elements of his Marxist beliefs. It never happened. Perhaps Liu’s acrimony toward the “selfish” students is a reflection of his despair. They must take the blame for his dashed hopes. He still writes articles for the émigré press and does talks for Radio Free Asia. The station is jammed in China, but people can sometimes hear it, hissing through the airwaves in the early morning or late at night. Liu’s name cannot be mentioned officially in China, so he is deeply moved when he hears that people in China “still remember me, still miss me.”


I asked him about the hostility within the Chinese diaspora. Why do people hate each other so? He sighed and remained silent, sifting through the newspaper cuttings on the table, trying to find an article about renewed experiments with people’s communes somewhere in central China. He wanted me to see the article, because it showed that Maoism wasn’t all bad. There were still things worth saving from the wreckage. The peasants in collective farms may not be free, but they had enough to eat and that was all they really needed. Surely the equality of life under Mao had been a good thing. There had to be a middle way between communism and American-style capitalism. He couldn’t find the article, but he came around to answering my question. The splits in the democracy movement were not political, he said. Everyone wanted democracy. No, the fights were personal. Too many people wanted to pursue their own profit and fame.


“I think,” he said after another silence, “that a lot of this



animosity has to do with Han Chinese culture. For two hundred years we haven’t produced a great thinker. We have invented many practical things, but we have no philosophers, unlike Germany. And no novelists, unlike Russia. For a thousand years we Chinese have struggled to survive. So we are incapable of abstract thinking for a higher cause that does not concern our own interests. We Chinese are too complicated, too clever at playing tricks. Confucian culture makes people hypocritical. Poor people still sit in the dark, without electricity, brooding on their resentments and ways of wreaking revenge, which makes them cruel. I think we have inherited our problems. They are in our Chinese blood.”


It was something I would hear again and again, from Chinese overseas but also in China—this cultural self-loathing, this despair at being Chinese. Bo Yang, a well-known Taiwanese writer, wrote a famous book, published in the 1980s, about the degeneracy of Chinese culture, The Ugly Chinaman. In it, he deplores the fact that Chinese cannot “find a common language and are constantly at each other’s throats.” He identifies a “neurotic virus” in Chinese culture that makes it impossible for Chinese to admit their mistakes and compromise with others.


I suspect that this kind of disgust is born from disappointed cultural chauvinism. And indeed Bo Yang makes the point that “no other nation on earth has such a long history or such a well-preserved cultural tradition, a tradition which has in the past given rise to an extremely advanced civilization. . . . How is it possible for such a great people to have degenerated to such a state of ugliness? Not only have we been bullied around by foreigners; even worse, for centuries we’ve been bullied around by our own kind—from tyrannical emperors to despotic officials and ruthless mobs. . . .” Bo Yang was jailed for subversion twice—the first time by the Communist government in his native China, the second time in Taiwan, in 1967, for drawing a cartoon that made fun of General Chiang Kai-shek.


“Such a great people . . .” The implication is that China’s political problems could stem only from some cultural catastrophe, a



noxious virus infecting Han Chinese blood. But the despair of Bo Yang, or Liu Binyan, is more than a perverse expression of cultural chauvinism; it comes from humiliation, the failure to shake off despotism, the indignity of not being free. For a brief moment in 1989, Chinese all over the world thought the mold would finally break and China would be free. Thus the humiliation of the subsequent failure is blamed on the “radical” student leaders, who were either too “selfish” to sacrifice themselves for China or were typical “ugly Chinamen” who refused to compromise and admit that they had been wrong.





It was not long after I met Liu Binyan that I heard a former activist now living in the U.S., Gong Xiaoxia, confess that she didn’t really want to be Chinese. She didn’t “feel comfortable” with her “own race.” She wondered how it was possible to spend five thousand years building a civilization only to destroy it in two generations. She, too, lived in a suburban American house, on a quiet, tree-lined street, outside Washington D.C., the kind of street where friendly neighbors exchange news about their dogs and then politely go their own way. Gong Xiaoxia lives there alone with her large dog. She was recently divorced from her husband, whom she had met at university in Beijing and accompanied to Harvard in the 1980s, where they both studied. Gong, thirty years younger than Liu Binyan and ten years older than Chai Ling, works for Radio Free Asia in Washington, where she produces programs in the Cantonese language.


She was at Harvard when the Tiananmen demonstrations began. Like Liu Binyan, she was thrilled. Anything that challenged the Chinese regime thrilled her. But she was also frightened as she watched the drama unfold on television. Gong had lived in China for thirty-one years and was disturbed by the idea of sudden change. It brought back bad memories of Red Guards smashing everything “old”—temples, books, ideas, people—to make a permanent revolution, and of disappointments after rebellions in which she had played a part. She was only a few years younger



than most Red Guards. She knew how destructive students of her own age had been when they were led by their emotions. Gong no longer believed in “quick fixes” for China’s problems.


She told me her story in a fluent and salty English, pronounced in the harsh, staccato tones of her native Guangzhou (Canton). She liked to talk, at her house, during elaborate Cantonese meals of steamed fish and lemon chicken or in her small office at Radio Free Asia, but she never attempted to charm her listener in the way that the former student leaders Chai Ling, Li Lu, or Wu’er Kaixi did. Indeed, Chai’s ingratiating manners were one thing that filled Gong with loathing. “Always making men feel good, goddamnit. I hate that! Why is she always crying? All that talk about ‘We poor children.’ Goddamnit, she was a married graduate student, not a child. Every time she tried to get sympathy that way, I wanted to say: ‘Goddamnit, stand up for yourself! Don’t beg for sympathy.’ I hate that way of inviting men’s cheap sympathy!” I observed Gong during these tirades—with her short-cropped hair, her stocky frame, her sensible trousers and sturdy shoes that still smacked of an earlier China—and realized that she and Chai, though only ten years apart in age, had grown up in different countries.


Gong Xiaoxia was born into a family of intellectuals who paid the price for their pre-Communist education. During the Cultural Revolution, her grandfather was jailed as a counterrevolutionary, her grandmother went mad, her mother was sent to a remote village, and her father was arrested as a Russian spy (he spoke Russian). But Gong’s worst suffering came a few years later, in the early 1970s, after she joined an underground group led by former Red Guards who tried to promote a more democratic form of socialism. She described the reasons she had become involved in this highly dangerous enterprise. They were emotional more than political. In fact, using almost the same words as Chai Ling, she told me they were “anti-political.” She said: “We had to engage in politics in daily life. You get so tired of that; good people suffer so much, bad people get ahead. So you get involved in the politics of anti-politics, the politics of idealism.” On another occasion, she



also said something sadder: “Look at the kind of people who join the democracy movement. They all had miserable childhoods. They join out of desperation. Because there is nothing else for them. They are all crazy.”


Gong was a misfit, a bookish girl without many friends. During the Cultural Revolution, when books, looted from “bourgeois” households, could sometimes be picked out of the debris left by marauding Red Guards, she came across Solzhenitsyn’s One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. She was shocked by the realization that her parents, grandparents, uncles, and aunts were not bad people after all, but victims of political madness. And the notion that Stalin had been responsible for so much suffering terrified her. She was like a child who suddenly realizes she can no longer believe in God. She expected to be punished, or her body to change, or to be struck by lightning. But there was no one to talk to. Despair drove her to attempt suicide.


Gong’s state of mute shock lasted until 1974, when she read a sensational manifesto tacked onto a wall in Beijing Road in Guangzhou. The text was highly provocative. The Chinese Revolution, it claimed, had never resulted in a true people’s democracy. The masses were deprived of their rights to free speech and association, while “fascist” Party bosses ruled like feudal lords. These incendiary words were signed by an unknown figure named Li Yi Zhe—in fact the collective pen name of four local activists, all of whom were to spend years in jail. Gong joined them in a state of excitement; with them at least she would no longer feel alone. She wanted their “intellectual companionship.” With them she could speak her mind. It was as though she had found an island of truth in a society of liars. One of the authors of the proclamation, a former Red Guard leader named Chen Yiyang, became her first lover. Like her, he came from a “bad” class background; his father had been an important figure in Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang (KMT).


The inevitable happened. The self-proclaimed democrats were crushed. Chen Yiyang was sentenced to fifteen years in jail (his



spirit was broken after two, when he was released). Gong spent her twenty-first birthday in solitary confinement. Later, she would spend years working in a candy factory, where she lost a finger in a faulty machine. But the worst thing was not prison or the drudgery of manual work. It was the humiliation that came with her arrest. Gong’s parents, who had been so badly damaged by politics themselves, denounced their daughter in public. Her mother wrote letters to the Party, giving examples of Gong’s “bad attitude” and “selfish character.” Gong’s private letters were confiscated and read out loud in public. Every embarrassing detail of her personal life was put on display. Gong prods her eyes with a tissue as she recalls the torment. She never spoke to her parents again.


No wonder Gong, the veteran of persecutions and several failed attempts at radical change, finds the students of 1989 too soft and “goddamn sentimental.” She was in Beijing in 1979, when hopes raised by the Democracy Wall were betrayed by Deng Xiaoping, who cracked down on the young activists he had encouraged at the start. Gong thought the Tiananmen leaders, or at least the most “radical” among them, were not only soft but also reckless. Theirs was the recklessness of criminal naïveté, for they had no idea what they were up against. The Communist government is like “a mad beast.” It is folly to provoke it, for it will “tear up your flesh.” Repeated failure taught Gong Xiaoxia that you have to “play with the beast,” compromise with it, nudge it in the right direction, choose the way of slow reform instead of confrontation. This is something the students, in Gong’s view, never understood. Whatever it was they demanded, which was never very clear, their demands grew ever more extreme. Like an irresponsible general, Chai Ling led her troops to the slaughter.


I argued with Gong. Surely, I said, it wasn’t fair to compare Chai Ling to a general. No one in Tiananmen Square was under any obligation to follow her orders. Chai Ling never led the Square anyway—the Square led her: The people who were still there on June 3, defying government orders to leave, were mostly provincial



students, workers, and others who felt there was nothing to gain from retreat. In any case, I continued, the students’ demands were never extreme. All they had ever asked for was freedom of speech and association and to be officially acknowledged as “patriots,” after they had been described in a People’s Daily editorial as “troublemakers.” And, in any case, they never resorted to violence.
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