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Preface


As part of the extension of ties between the United States and the People’s Republic of China heralded by the establishment of diplomatic relations on January 1, 1979, a cultural exchange program was initiated. It was as a research scholar under this program that I lived in a Chinese village during the last half of that year and the first half of the next. My goal was a community study of a production brigade, what in the years before collectivization would have been called a village, focusing on the usual array of anthropological exotica—kinship patterns, marriage customs, religious ceremonies, social structure, and the like. But upon returning to Taiwan (and another research project) at the end of my fieldwork and beginning to sift through and reorganize the copious notes I kept while in China, amounting to well over 100 notebooks in all, I discovered that they contained another story as well. Putting aside the esoteric and the academic, postponing the process of statistical analysis and sociological generalization, I found that there remained a tale of what it is like to live in today’s China, told by the rural Chinese themselves.

In retelling their anecdotes and observations, I have sought to bring the rural Chinese within reach, to describe what it is like to live with them in their villages and celebrate the lunar New Year with jian dui pastries and lion dances, to mourn with them at funerals and rejoice with them at marriages and the birth of sons, to sit with them at collective meetings and listen to them discuss crops and policy, to take tea with them in their teahouses at dawn and to enjoy a game of basketball with them at dusk, coming over time to appreciate the bitterness of their past, the frustrations of their present, and their hopes for the future.

While this is a report of people encountered, events experienced, and anecdotes related to me during my year in China, it is also an attempt to compose from this collection of ethnographic miniatures a portrait of the rural Chinese. I do not pretend that my rendering encompasses all that it means to be a peasant in the People’s Republic. Nearly all of my time in China was spent in the southern province of Guangdong (Kwangtung), and my configuration of what it is like to live in village China is grounded largely in the experiences of southern Chinese. But in understanding a people as different from ourselves—along whatever social, economic, cultural, or political dimension one cares to measure—as the Chinese, depth is often more important than breadth. All too often descriptions of the fabric of Chinese life have been cut from the whole cloth of stilted Marxist rhetoric as preserved in issues of the Beijing Review (Peking Review) or stitched together from the odd tatters of impression and sentiment collected during month-long tourist junkets. What I have attempted here is a more intimate, full-bodied description.

Though I was able to carry out my fieldwork without hindrance or even surveillance by the authorities, the People’s Republic is nevertheless a police state, and those who were critical to me of the current order would face reprisals, up to and including lengthy imprisonment, if their identities should become known. This is especially so now that Beijing, furious over my unmasking of rural problems, has denounced me as a “foreign spy” and has demanded that I be punished. I have thus been led to take every possible precaution that this account does not cause unpleasant repercussions for those who have given me their confidence. While informants, usually higher-ranking cadres, who adhered closely to the official line have been correctly identified, those persons who ventured less orthodox opinions—and these are in the majority—have been carefully disguised by giving them fictional identities, that is, by altering their names and other unimportant aspects of their lives. These changes in no way affect the substance of their conversations with me, but should protect them from official retribution for their honesty. Considerations of confidentiality also dictated against writing the story of the village that I lived in—though I hope to do so in the future—and I have here drawn fairly heavily on visits I made to other communities in other communes during the course of my study, all of which are referred to by invented English names. The descriptions of these visits are otherwise accurate, just as the quotations, though not always attributable, are genuine. I recorded interviews as they were in progress and made notes on less staged encounters immediately after they occurred.

I have chosen to romanize Chinese words after the Pinyin system currently in use in the People’s Republic and adopted by the Western press, rather than after the Wade-Giles system favored by scholars, though I have retained older conventional spellings of names of people and places when these are so well known that to do otherwise would risk confusion. Thus I have left Jiang Jieshi as Chiang Kai-shek, and Guomindang (Nationalist Party) as Kuomintang. For less well-known places and people I adhere strictly to Pinyin, though to assist the reader in making the necessary mental connection, the first appearance of a new Pinyin spelling is followed with its more familiar spelling in parenthesis. Chinese names are written in their proper order, with last names first and first names last.

A number of people have helped with the manuscript in various stages of preparation. Joyce Seltzer was everything an editor should be in giving constant encouragement and trenchant suggestions. Cynthia Parker and Cindy Nil typed many chapters of the manuscript as an act of friendship. My wife, Huiya, to whom this book is dedicated, was my most critical reader as she translated it into Chinese. Karen Strauss of The Free Press dealt expertly with the media when the storm of controversy over my research findings broke.

My primary debt, all the more deeply felt because it is impossible to repay, is to those Chinese, most of whom must remain anonymous, who led me to an understanding of their native land. Not least among those who can be mentioned is Joceline Lau, a Hong Kong Chinese who interrupted her education to serve as my research assistant largely out of a personal desire to come to a better understanding of conditions in her homeland. Her enthusiasm for the “New China” often spilled over into our daily discussions of the day’s interviewing. “Much has changed for the better in the past thirty years,” she stressed on more than one occasion. “You shouldn’t be oversensitive to the venality of a few bad officials, the excesses of current campaigns to control births and modernize, or the superstitions of a handful of old women.” Valuing her admonitions as a corrective to any possible ethnocentrism on my part, I tried to focus on the positive, especially near the end of my stay when the burden of confessions, confidences, and complaints that officials, workers, and peasants alike had disclosed to me had grown achingly heavy, but in the end I could only report what I had seen and heard. I alone bear responsibility for the account of life in contemporary rural China that follows.

Toucheng
August 19, 1982
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1 Introduction: Beyond the Chinese Shadow Play



* … under the conditions in which foreign residents and visitors now live in the People’s Republic of China, it is impossible to write anything but frivolities, and those who think they can do something serious when reporting their Chinese experiences, or who pretend they describe Chinese realities when they are in fact describing the Chinese shadow play produced by Maoist authorities, either deceive their readers or, worse, delude themselves.

Simon Leys



Late in March 1979 I first arrived, elated yet diffident, in the South China commune that I hoped to study. As an anthropologist whose goal it was to penetrate the private world of the villager, I saw getting through to the Chinese as people as the main challenge of the coming year. I was an outsider, neither Chinese nor Communist, and I wondered how long it would take to make contacts with local peasants and cadres, and worried that it might not be possible at all.

Friends who had been to the People’s Republic had not been optimistic about my chances. One acquaintance, just back from a year of intensive study of Chinese at the Beijing Language Institute, told me how he had been put up by the PRC government in a dormitory restricted to foreign students where he had met and made friends with Australians, Germans, Africans—students of various nationalities—but no Chinese. His instructors at the institute had been the only Chinese he had come into regular contact with. While they had been cordial enough in class, they had discouraged socializing after hours. His trips about the city of Beijing, to such places as Tiananmen Square, Beihai Park, and the Forbidden City, had engulfed him in vast, swirling crowds of people but had not helped him to break through the social barriers that separated him from these Chinese millions. Outside of the institute he had been treated as a walking spectacle, interesting to observe but dangerous to approach too closely. People stared at him, pointed him out to their companions, but generally avoided talking to him, unless it was about some simple matter such as directions to a nearby restaurant or bus stop. Exchanging names or dinner invitations was out of the question. He had not set foot in a single Chinese home during his year in Beijing, and despaired that he could have made more Chinese friends by staying in California. “You will get to know Chinese in their official roles as cadres, teachers, and Communist Party members,” he warned bleakly, “but you will not get to know them as people.”

At first this pessimistic appraisal seemed to be coming true, at least in my relations with cadres (the Chinese term for officials of all stripes), who were invariably polite, correct, and standoffish. It was as if each cadre carefully wrapped himself in a private Bamboo Curtain of political orthodoxy that made the easy friendships and open give-and-take that Westerners are accustomed to impossible. But I soon had an experience which taught me that under the right circumstances this barrier of reserve could come down.

One morning I paid a visit, arranged in advance through the local “foreign affairs” cadre, to Equality Commune’s industry and transportation department, which was responsible for the administration of the commune’s twenty-odd factories. I was taken to the office of Jian Liguo, who was introduced to me as one of the leading cadres of the zhanxian, or department (literally, battle line). Jian offered me a seat at one end of the green felt-covered table which took up nearly half of his small office, while he and two other ranking officials took seats at the opposite end. For the next two hours we discussed the work of the “battle line” that they were in charge of, covering a wide range of topics from the organization of local industry to the day-to-day work of the department staff. My questions about current problems in production or with personnel, however, met with only the briefest comment.

Still, despite their stonewalling where difficulties were concerned, I learned a great deal about the work of the department during the course of the morning, and I offered my genuine thanks to the cadres for their cooperation as the interview ended. After the Chinese fashion, all three courteously ferried me down the stairs to the building’s entrance to see me on my way, and Jian Liguo even walked with me the final few paces to where I had parked my bike. As we bade farewell, out of earshot of the other two cadres, who had already turned to go back inside, he casually invited me over to his house. “If you have time one of these evenings, why don’t you come over and sit for a while,” he said. Though his invitation was tendered with the usual Chinese diffidence (no Chinese would ever say, “We must get together again”—it would sound too much like an imperial summons), I was struck by an underlying earnestness, and immediately asked him when would be most convenient. Before we parted, we had agreed that I would call at his home the following evening.

The next night I waited until 8 P.M. before setting out by bicycle for the village where Jian Liguo lived. By that hour, to avoid the damp chill of March evenings, most peasants had retreated to the relative warmth of their homes, and I found the road deserted. I rode slowly along, picking out a path by means of the flashlight I held in one hand, trying to avoid the worst of the potholes that pitted the dirt surface of the road. Reaching Jian’s village, I dismounted and entered the narrow, stone-paved alley leading to the village center that he had described. The high walls of the houses loomed over the alley, leaving it in a pitch darkness unbroken by street lights, and I flicked on my flashlight at intervals to pick out my way. I came to Jian’s doorstep pleased that I had not encountered a single person.

The double wooden doors of Jian’s outer gate stood ajar, and, like a villager, I stepped into his courtyard without knocking and called out his nickname, Old Jian. A moment later he stuck his head out of the door of the house proper and, seeing who it was, stepped out and greeted me with obvious pleasure. He came out, took me by the arm, and led me inside. I stepped over the threshold of his house and received my first surprise of the night. His living room was packed with twenty or more peasants, seated on wooden stools or simply squatting on the floor. Sensing my pang of uncertainty, Jian gestured at the roomful of watchers and told me that they came to his house to watch television for an hour or two after dinner on the nights when there was electricity. “Tonight there is a Hong Kong kungfu program on,” he went on, “so the crowd is especially large.” As he was speaking, I noted that they were indeed all intently watching the TV set in the far corner of the room. My entrance had caused scarcely a ripple.

Jian invited me to sit down in a chair away from the TV and went to make a pot of tea. His living room, with its set of lacquered if plain wooden furniture and its tiled floor, seemed to me to be a class above those of the other village homes I had been in, which usually had only a motley collection of battered and pock-marked furniture placed haphazardly about a packed earth floor. As a commune cadre, Jian obviously had good local connections, and benefited as well from occasional remittances from Hong Kong relatives, to judge from the TV set. Jian returned with the tea, which we sipped as we waited for the program to end, talking pleasantries. He pointed out with pride that he had fashioned the TV antenna himself, confiding that it was one of only two in the village, out of a total of twelve sets, that could consistently receive broadcasts from Hong Kong 45 miles down the Pearl River. The reception did not seem good to me that evening. The kungfu fighters leaped and feinted through a miniature blizzard of snow and challenged one another through the crackle of static, but this did not seem to distract the villagers, who were totally absorbed in the action.

The program over, Jian flicked off his TV set. The peasants stood slowly up, shouldered their stools, and unhurriedly began to file out of the room. Only then did they take me in, young and old alike staring at me with the unblinking yet benign stares of so many roughhewn children. Some of the men glanced at Jian, as if to ask what could have brought this foreigner to his house so late at night. At least that’s the way I uneasily read their expressions, and I wondered again if I had made a mistake in coming here. Jian seemed to sense my thoughts, smiled again—he was certainly much more expansive at home than when engaged at the “battle line”—and told me, even while the last of the peasants were still shuffling out of his house, that they were only peasant neighbors of his and that it made little difference what they thought about my presence. (He later told me outright that it was his commune comrades that he had to be careful of. No one really listened very much to the peasants, he maintained, but it would go badly for him politically if he allowed the people he worked with to get anything on him.)

Then his mood became serious, and, without prompting, he opened up to me. I said very little about anything during the next several hours, concentrating rather on listening and taking notes. He poured out no-holds-barred assessments of his own “battle line” (“Only a handful of our commune enterprises make a profit, though the accounts are jimmied to show that they all do”), the local medical care system (“poorly administered and of low quality”), the political system (“The problem is the system itself, which needs a thorough overhaul”), and the several decades of Communist rule (“It was the Hundred Flowers campaign of 1957 that made everyone first question where the Communist Party was taking us”). So it continued until after 1 A.M., when, my notetaking falling ever further behind his narrative, I suggested that we stop for now and meet again a few nights hence, after I had had a chance to absorb and think about what he had told me. We settled on the following week, and I took my leave, though not before he cautioned me to keep quiet about this late-night visit.

I rode slowly home, amazed at how much I had learned in a single evening about how the commune world looked from the inside, and even more astounded over Jian’s transformation from a loyal, by-the-book cadre to a sharp-tongued social and political critic. He had clearly exulted in the opportunity to speak his mind freely, something that he told me he was able to do only in the company of trusted friends, and then only in small groups of two or three. Why he had decided he could trust me as well, after we had only met once for a rather formal interview, was initially a mystery to me, but as a result of this decision he had relaxed his carefully conditioned political reflexes and had become honest and outspoken.

What was remarkable about this transformation, apart from the fact that it occurred at all, was that it was total. Rather than the gradual, stepwise progression to mutual trust and intimacy that marks Western confidences, it was a sudden plunge into personal confession that left no subject, even politics, taboo. I was so taken aback at first by Jian’s unexpected revelations concerning politics that I briefly suspected entrapment, worrying that his remarks might be a ruse to trick me into making comments unfavorable to the Beijing regime, at which point I imagined a trio of public security agents would appear in the room and my stay in the PRC would be over. I even asked him to show me around his house, under this pretext satisfying myself that, except for the members of his immediate family, who had just gone to bed, the two of us were alone. Later, after I came to better understand Jian, I had to laugh at my momentary fear that he was an actor in a scheme to entrap me.

Yet Jian was an actor of sorts. Like everyone in China with the exception of the peasants, Jian wore a mask of political orthodoxy in public, carefully projecting the image sanctioned by the state. (“People here are very, very careful about what they say and how they behave in public,” a rural physician confirmed to me.) At home, in the company of someone he trusted, Jian’s mask came off and he could be himself—a warm, spontaneous, and remarkably free-thinking human being. By unmasking himself, Jian had given me my first glimpse of the human face of China, and it was considerably different than I had been led to expect.

As my stay in China lengthened and numerous other Chinese took me into their confidence as Jian Liguo had, the sterility of conventional images of the People’s Republic became increasingly apparent. Everywhere I looked, the richly complex reality of Chinese life, with its fascinating irregularities of opinion and behavior, seemed to deflate, if not demolish, exaggerated or romantic clichés about socialist China. Though I had long since set aside the myth of monolithic Chinese communism, I was still unprepared to hear a young Communist Party member mock Mao’s famous bluster that the United States is only a paper tiger. “We are the paper tiger,” he told me. Despite being suspicious of Beijing’s claim that the PRC has left feudalism behind in its march toward the socialist millennium, I was still taken aback to hear the Party secretary of a production brigade complain to me that the nationwide birth control campaign was making it difficult for his clan to attain its rightful, pre-World War II size.

Few socialist clichés survived careful and lengthy scrutiny. I found that instead of being unflagging builders of socialism, peasants work a lethargic six hours a day for the collective and spend their remaining time tirelessly cultivating their private plots, feeding their domestic animals, and selling their produce on the free market; that in a country that espouses state and collective ownership of property, most people still own the homes they live in, and build new homes themselves when their families grow large and divide; that many Chinese—peasants, workers, and cadres alike—are alienated from politics by the endless cycle of political movements that the quixotic Mao sent hurtling down on their heads; that in a state where equality of the sexes is not only a law but a point of official pride, women do almost no administrative work, nearly all domestic work, and a good half of collective work; that despite efforts by the Communist Party to instill in its cadres a new morality of selfless devotion to the common good (“Serve the people”), the Chinese I spoke with insisted that most cadres look out for their own interests first, last, and always; that despite decades of political conditioning by the world’s best-coordinated propaganda machine, most Chinese retain their traditional values and beliefs.

I knew beforehand that the state’s efforts to create “new socialist men” out of China’s peasant masses had not been entirely successful, but I was still surprised at the traditional ways villagers ordered their lives. Village temples had been mostly destroyed or converted to collective headquarters during the “Great Leap Forward” (GLF), but I discovered that most villagers still worshipped the gods regularly on the first and fifteenth of the lunar month in the privacy of their home. Ancestral tablets had been marked for burning during the “Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution” (GPCR), but peasants told me how they had hidden the inscribed tablet itself, casting only its wooden frame on the bonfire, and continued to memorialize their forebears on the prescribed days behind closed doors. As the months passed, I saw that peasants still feast on festival days, marry on “lucky” days, pay bride prices for new daughters-in-law, celebrate births with full-month ceremonies, prefer sons to daughters, invite Taoist priests to chant following a death in the family, bury their dead on “lucky” days, and then rebury them seven years later in “golden pagodas” set above ground in a “lucky” spot.

I also had to learn that despite the state’s vow to reduce material inequality, cadres and the well connected led much more comfortable lives than their less influential neighbors. The findings of Western scholarship, that rich peasants in rural collectives earn only twice as much as poor peasants, held true for the villages I visited as well, but turned out to matter far less than I had originally imagined. Money alone counts for little, I was told repeatedly by Chinese friends, who never tired of complaining that they had “money but nothing to buy.” They explained that not only is the production of consumer goods insufficient to meet demand, but the bicycles, tape recorders, and television sets that are produced go to those who have guanxi (connections) or ganqing (influence or sentiment) with key cadres that can be manipulated so one can zou-houmen (go in the back door). The annual quota of bicycles allotted to every village, for example, is spoken for well beforehand by peasants who are either related to or on good terms with, or in desperation have bribed, the cadre in charge of distributing what the peasants revealingly term “treasures.”

It was this ineradicable selfishness in a system predicated on selflessness that dispelled for me the propaganda vision of socialism in the making. I was not overly surprised to find that individuals and families were still motivated primarily by personal or familial gain, for I had surmised in advance that they had not been radically transformed, but I had not been expecting collectives—production brigades and their constituent production teams—originally created by the state to have been captured by the peasants, who use them to advance their own interests. I did not fully come to see how particularistic and partisan the rural Chinese remained, however, and how openly they violated socialist mores both individually and in groups, until I was told by a young teacher about the misadventures of an attempt by the Guangzhou (Canton) municipality to build a middle school in Longwei County, a poor county located in the mountainous periphery of the municipal area and well in need of better educational facilities. School district officials located a building site for the proposed school on uncultivated land near the road which linked the county seat to Guangzhou. They then approached the local production team—the lowest level of collective agriculture, under the production brigade and commune—whose hamlet lay nearest the projected site to discuss terms. The team head asked only a modest annual rent of 100 renminbi, or rmb,* for the approximately 5 acres of land, or roughly the value of the wild herbs and firewood formerly gathered off that plot each year, and readily agreed to provide laborers to help with the construction of the school. He would cooperate fully with the state’s effort to help his culturally backward district, he assured the visiting cadres. They then returned to Guangzhou, pleased that the negotiations had gone so smoothly, and a dozen teachers were sent to supervise the construction of the school and start classes.

Then the demands began. The team head first requested an indefinite loan of 2,000 rmb ($1,333) from the school, and the newly appointed school principal had no choice but to comply. Then the head insisted that the laborers he was sending over be paid 1 rmb ($0.67) a day, or three times what they normally earned in collective work. Next came a demand that the school “lend” the production team enough bricks and cement from the stockpiled building materials to allow the construction of a sizable grain storage silo. Worst of all, nearly all of the twenty-odd families in the team had taken advantage of the convenient store of nearby materials to begin replacing their original huts of thatch and mud brick with new homes of fired brick with tile roofs.

With supplies disappearing almost as fast as they were shipped in, the beleaguered teachers decided in desperation to take up residence at the building site itself and moved into the four classrooms that had been completed by that point. Their presence proved to have little effect, however. The peasants kept pushing their wheelbarrows over to the building site, loading up a 50-kilogram bag of cement or a barrow of bricks, and shoving off for home to continue work on their half-completed houses. If their piracy chanced to be discovered by a teacher, they would sing out cheerfully, without a trace of embarrassment, “Just borrowing a bag of concrete” or “load of bricks, teacher,” and trundle off with their prize. The teachers were furious, but there was little they could do. “We couldn’t complete the school without their assistance, and they knew it,” the teacher I talked with said helplessly. “And if we had really tried to stop their thefts, they probably would have broken all of the windows in the schoolhouse or worse.” Senior cadres from the brigade and commune to which the production team belonged simply shrugged their shoulders when approached by the teachers for aid, my informant said. “This is a very poor area, they would say, as if that explained everything.”

[image: Image]

The unruly richness and anarchic complexity of Chinese life has remained largely hidden from the view of Western observers, in part obscured by the flat projections of official propagandists and Maoist apologists, in part because opportunities for Chinese and foreigners to associate in the PRC openly and easily are few. There are a formidable series of hurdles, mechanical, political, and cultural, standing in the way of foreigners hopeful of making contact with ordinary Chinese in everyday settings. Those in China for brief stays are shepherded about in tour groups and official delegations by interpreters and guides from the China Travel Service, or by cadres from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, who never leave the visitors’ sides as they make their predictable rounds of model schools, model nurseries, model factories, model communes, and other tourist haunts.

Foreigners who actually reside in the People’s Republic live lives of privileged isolation, either in the suburban ghetto near Beijing that passes for a diplomatic quarter or in one of the hotels for foreign guests that are found in each of China’s major cities. In these all-purpose institutions, such as the Beijing Hotel in the capital or the Dongfang Hotel where I stayed on my trips to Guangzhou, foreign residents play out a dreary suitcase existence, eating, sleeping, and working in the same building. The only Chinese they see are the members of the hotel staff and the cadres with whom they deal professionally. For ordinary Chinese these hotels are off-limits.

Stretching around each of these alien outposts is a high wall—the one at the Dongfang Hotel in Guangzhou, for example, is 9 feet high and topped with metal spikes and glass shards—broken only by one or two entrances manned twenty-four hours a day by guards who sit in a sentry box checking all who enter and leave. While those who arrive in chauffeur-driven automobiles are not challenged, because only cadres of some rank have cars at their disposal, any Chinese who tries to enter on foot is stopped and questioned. Unless they are overseas Chinese (ethnic Chinese resident abroad) or can prove that they are on official business, they are turned back. More serious consequences may follow as well. During one of the times I stayed at the Dongfang Hotel, a handful of local youth successfully crashed the gate twice by disguising themselves as tourists from Hong Kong. On their next try, however, their real identity was discovered by the guards at the gate, who handed them over to the city’s public security department for questioning. Since a record is kept of interrogations, this is a serious matter, the equivalent of being booked and more, and these youth did not put in any further appearances at the Dongfang while I was there.

Near the beginning of my stay in the PRC, when I was still unmindful of this cordon sanitaire, I casually invited several village friends to have lunch with me at the Dongfang, telling them to meet me in the lobby at noon. I waited in the lobby until nearly 1 P.M. before it occurred to me that they might have been held up at the gate. I walked out to the main gate to look for them, finally coming upon them sitting forlornly on the curb some distance from the entranceway. They had indeed been turned back by the guards, who evidently had taken one look at their plastic sandals, baggy trousers, and generally scruffy appearance, marked them for peasants, and denied them entrance. They had waited immediately outside the gate for a while, but a guard had shortly come out again and waved them along, warning them against loitering.

Still thinking that this misunderstanding would be cleared up as soon as the guards saw that I knew them, I attempted to lead them back through the gate. To my astonishment, a guard came charging out of the sentry box to order my friends back out of the compound. I attempted to explain that these three villagers were my guests, that we were merely going to have lunch together, but my entreaties fell on deaf ears. The guard didn’t even look my way when I spoke to him, so engaged was he in demanding of my companions, in a loud and imperious tone of voice, what they thought they were doing by trying to enter the hotel again. After a minute of this I finally caught the guard’s attention by stepping between him and my friends, and quickly explained that I was a guest in the Dongfang Hotel, that these comrades were my guests, and that I was inviting them to lunch. “We will register inside,” I told him. The guard regarded me briefly, took in the crowd that had started to gather, and grudgingly let us pass rather than risk an incident over such a trivial matter. But from that time on, when I wanted to invite friends for lunch or dinner, I brought them in in my van, which the guards would simply wave through as they did all vehicles. My politically unsophisticated village friends and the recklessly imposturing youth were unusual, though. Most Chinese made a wide berth around the isolation ward for foreigners.

The foreigners themselves are allowed to venture out into the cities that surround their living quarters, but those who would range farther afield quickly come up against another barricade: travel outside of the city limits is forbidden to foreigners without a difficult-to-obtain travel permit from the public security organization. What excursions to the countryside do occur are carefully stage-managed so that no possibility for improvisation exists. Foreigners are not permitted to roam freely about the countryside, where plain-spoken peasants would quickly disabuse them of any romantic notions they might have about idyllic commune life in the rustic Chinese countryside. They are instead led on short tours of one of a dozen or so model communes, the Red Star Commune outside of Beijing being the most famous example. There visitors tramp dutifully through the same commune industry and health clinic, eat lunch at the same reception center, and walk about the same production brigade viewed by countless other “foreign guests” before them. These rustic tableaux vivants, to borrow a phrase from Simon Leys, are interesting in the limited way of agricultural pavilions at an international fair, but they are hardly rural China.*

The cadres who man these Potemkin pavilions feel a strong sense of pride that their unit has been chosen as a model, a sentiment that is indubitably reinforced by the government slush funds that are funneled in to buy extra tractors, purchase chemical fertilizers, complete a small reservoir with electric generator, generally spruce up, and most important, build a spacious reception center. The rewards of being singled out as a model are so great that local cadres spare no effort to put their best collective foot forward, even if that means deliberately constructing series of production data showing stepwise yearly increases in grain yields and family incomes. The People’s Daily revealed in 1980 that the most famous model of them all, Dazhai Brigade in Shanxi Province, had been doing this for the better part of the previous decade. But foreigners in the countryside for short visits are hardly in a position to question the testimony of these practiced and seemingly straight-arrow witnesses, and come away with impressions that are more art than life.

Between the city “wall” closed to foreigners and the hotel wall closed to Chinese lies the vastness of urban China where the two, it might seem, could freely mingle. Unfortunately there are bars to contact here as well, less tangible than the all too obvious mechanical segregation of Chinese from the hotels and foreigners from the countryside, yet equally impenetrable. One of the world’s most difficult languages, unfamiliarity with the public transportation system, the discomfort of overcrowded buses, shops, and streets—all this and more serves to quickly dampen the exploratory enthusiasm of all but the most hardy and curious foreigners.

One obstacle to communication with the Chinese man in the street in that setting is that at most hours of the day the streets, parks, and other public places of urban China are awash in what the Chinese call “seas and mountains of people.” In such circumstances ordinary conversation is not only impossible, it is foolhardy. The foreigner en voce immediately attracts an audience of the curious, and the hapless Chinese with whom he attempted a dialogue finds himself the center of an unwanted attention. He begins to sidle nervously away, his responses growing terser and less distinct, until he has merged safely into the roiling crowd. This body, which by now has coalesced into what Erving Goffman calls a “focused gathering,” is collectively engrossed in observing, with the patient intensity of a group of birdwatchers viewing a strange specimen, the now isolated and discomfited foreigner, who wonders what could have possibly prompted him to speak in the first place.* I was caught in such a human vortex of my own making several times and always found it to be a profoundly depersonalizing experience.

Meeting Chinese at home is equally fraught with difficulties. In the cities, apartment buildings are the rule, and even former single-family dwellings have customarily been divided up among several families. There are no dezhurnaya, the old women and men who watch the entrances of buildings in the USSR, but the crowded conditions of Chinese cities, the presence of street committees, the monitoring of each other’s behavior habituated during past political movements, and the fact that many apartment buildings belong to a particular unit, such as a factory or department, making all the residents co-workers as well, leave the Chinese with precious little privacy.

But it is not only the lack of privacy for casual conversation that hinders the foreigner in his efforts to break through to the Chinese; it is also a reluctance, born of fear and conditioning, on the part of the Chinese themselves. This self-enforced segregation by Chinese, who are by nature warm and gregarious, springs from the Cultural Revolution, when even to own a classical recording or Western novel, much less to be seen in the company of a foreigner, was evidence of bourgeois reactionary tendencies and an almost criminal act of disloyalty to the revolution.

A former Beijing resident revealed to me that this fear of foreign contact is constantly reinforced by the Ministry of Public Security (MPS), whose overzealous operatives often act as though every chance encounter between a foreigner and a Chinese is contrived. To illustrate her point, she told me of seeing two Westerners, obviously lost, approach a group of people waiting at a bus stop and ask for directions. A young college student, in halting English, told them how to get back to their hotel. This exchange was observed by a plainclothesman, who came hurrying over as soon as the foreigners had left to barrage the student with questions—“Have you seen them before? Where are they going? What did they want?” The boy stammered out, red-faced, that they were just asking directions and that he didn’t know them. This did not satisfy his interrogator, who made as if to take him to Public Security for further questioning. But the others present, who up to that point had been silent, raised a chorus of protest at this, saying that the student was telling the truth. The MPS man, “half-believing half-suspicious,” as my friend put it, finally let the boy go, but not before sternly warning him not to have anything further to do with foreigners. My friend assured me with a bitter smile that he would probably hide if he ever saw foreigners on the street again.

If a foreigner should visit a Chinese at home, even under the most innocent of circumstances, the result is often an MPS investigation. A friend in Hong Kong told me of how his aunt, a 72-year-old Catholic, had collapsed while attending Mass with her husband in Beijing’s recently reopened Catholic church. An American couple who happened to be present volunteered their car as an ambulance, and the distraught husband agreed. On the way to the hospital the woman regained consciousness, was wide-eyed to find herself in the midst of foreigners, and insisted on going home instead. There was no need to go to the hospital, she anxiously told the American couple, adding that she and her husband would walk home. But the foreigners insisted on taking them home anyway, and once there the old couple, being Chinese, had to thank them by inviting them in for a cup of tea and a few minutes of polite conversation. On leaving, the American husband wrote down his address and telephone number for the old couple. If they ever had need, he told them, “just call us at this number. And we’ll stop by on the way to Mass next Sunday to give you a lift. It will be no trouble at all.”

No sooner had the American couple left than an MPS cadre arrived, demanding to know why the old Chinese couple had invited foreigners to their home. The MPS had been notified by the local street committee, which was charged with keeping an eye on resident antisocialist characters, a category which includes not only local thieves, reactionaries, and other bad elements but also Christians. The couple explained the events of the morning, but their visitor did not seem fully satisfied. Pocketing the address and phone number that the Americans had left, he told the couple it would be best if they had no further contact with them. The following Sunday, when the Americans knocked on their door, the old couple pretended not to be home. From that day onward, they stopped attending Mass.

Though it is impossible to know how frequently Chinese citizens are intimidated after innocent encounters with Westerners, with depressing frequency urban Chinese I spoke with could relate at least a cautionary tale or two similar to the one above. This general awareness that unsanctioned, spontaneous contact with Westerners might lead to trouble with the public security hierarchy serves as a powerful deterrent to approaching foreigners. Chinese are not impetuous—the Chinese equivalent of the American “Think twice” is a prudent “Think thrice” and few have the temerity to risk the displeasure of the authorities.

Those few urban Chinese who seek out such contact, or who accept glancing, one-time encounters if they are somehow private or can be explained away, are all in some way unusual—former Red Guards, intellectuals, young people, emigrating Chinese, or those with relatives in Hong Kong or overseas. Former Red Guards are often cynical closet dissidents, outspoken in private, whose views, particularly on politics, are invariably revealing. Intellectuals, especially establishment types who have some sanction to mix with foreigners, are interested in maintaining contacts in the U.S. and other countries to facilitate trips overseas and to increase their prestige and usefulness to the Party at home. Young people, out of a touching mixture of naiveté and curiosity, and emigrating Chinese, who become bolder as their time to leave the PRC approaches, are both eager to learn about the outside world, and often speak with considerable candor about their own society. Those with overseas relatives often want no more than help in writing, or sometimes simply addressing, a letter to relatives they may have had no contact with for decades, or help in interpreting or filling out the emigration forms that their American cousin has finally sent them. Many of those whom I helped over this linguistic hurdle stayed to share their thoughts and experiences about China.

Yet at least some of those who are willing or somehow specially motivated to associate with foreigners come under increasing pressure from the MPS in proportion to their boldness, as I found out from a young Briton named Brian. His Chinese girlfriend, whom he had met while working in Beijing for a foreign trading company, had literally been hounded by the MPS after they discovered that she was seeing a foreigner on a regular basis. They warned her personally to stop her “indecent” behavior, visited her family to hint of serious consequences, and even contacted her superior at the primary school where she taught to bring additional pressure on her. She was incredibly gutsy, for not only did she refuse to break off the relationship, she went to the MPS, protested that she had done nothing wrong, and demanded that they stop harassing her. This only served to make matters worse, however, for it led the authorities to intimate that if she continued not to cooperate, they would see to it that she was transferred from Beijing to another part of the country. Brian and his girlfriend had already given up seeing each other openly by the time he spoke to me. Instead, dressed in the blue jacket and baggy pants worn by Chinese workers and with a workman’s cap pulled down low over his forehead, he would ride a bicycle over to her neighborhood for an occasional late-night tryst.

All in all, though, the Chinese MPS is probably less aggressive in harassing Chinese who have contacts with foreigners than the Soviet KGB (the Soviet secret police), and is generally very polite to foreigners. Whereas in Russia foreign journalists and others have occasionally been roughed up by police goons, the most that has happened in the PRC is some police heckling in 1979 of those covering the Xidan Democracy Wall* in Beijing. The very visibility of foreigners in China makes it unnecessary to put a continuous tail on them. The exception is East Asians, who are said to be the MPS’s biggest headache in the foreign community, because of their ability to blend in with their social surroundings and, in the case of the Japanese, to read Chinese. Wherever other foreigners go, they leave a large wake of witnesses behind them, and any Chinese they encounter is immediately stricken with the sure knowledge that there is little possibility the meeting will go unnoticed.

But at least as important as segregation and fear in preventing communication between Chinese and resident foreigners, though not as immediately evident, is the deep cultural divide separating China and the West. This is, paradoxically, both the cause and the consequence of the long-standing but superficial fascination of the West for China, which dates from the time Marco Polo came back to Italy after many years abroad bearing tales of a fabulous oriental civilization. Italians of the fourteenth century may have laughingly dubbed Marco Polo Il Milioni for his Munchhausen-like tales of huge, populous, and ancient Cathay, but they nevertheless listened in slack-jawed wonderment. From that time onward the West has always had an insatiable appetite for Chinese cultural exotica, which over time has given rise to some strange accretions of images—“the good earth” and communes have fused together into a mindscape over which roam mythical dragons and surly Red Guards, long-gowned Confucius and peasant-garbed Mao, needle-wielding acupuncturists and barefoot peasant doctors. Westerners never tire of hearing how odd the Chinese are.

China continues to be seen as a source of entertainment rather than enlightenment, a kind of never-never land where the normal laws of social gravity don’t hold. This has perhaps never been truer than during the past decade, when dozens of tourist journalists padded out their impressionistic, sketchy accounts from the only truly abundant source material available: the propaganda printed by Beijing’s Foreign Languages Press, whose guiding beacon is the principle of socialist realism, that is, how China is supposed to be, not how it really is. It is revealing of how little Westerners know about the basics of life in China that a tourist who doesn’t read, write, or speak Chinese, who understands nothing of Chinese culture, literature, or the arts, whose knowledge of the vast panorama of Chinese history would barely suffice to fill a comic book, can consider himself qualified to write an entire book. Yet the interest in China has been sufficient to absorb the last ten years’ enormous outpouring of travelogues and journals out of all proportion to the degree they contribute to an understanding of Chinese life. American travelers, with their tourist-eye view of culture and history, seemed all too ready to believe that they had had an encounter with the real China, and they had little trouble enchanting a sizable readership.

For all this playful fascination of Westerners for China, there is a dismal lack of even basic knowledge of China’s history, language, and culture in the minds of most Westerners, even those resident in China. In fairness, it must be said that there are few countries where it is harder to find your feet than present-day China. In China are combined a culture the oriental equal of Japan and a political economy the totalitarian rival of the Soviet Union. But Japan’s cultural alienness is tempered by the machinery of democracy and the market economy, while under the smooth totalitarian facade of the USSR are indissoluble links to Greece, Rome, Christendom, and other elements of Western civilization. The PRC’s socialist economy and totalitarian polity, unfamiliar as these are to Westerners, are more easily comprehended than what lies underneath: a Chinese civilization which from its inception has developed entirely independently of the West. The Westerner in China comes face to face with an alternate civilization whose distinctiveness is little moderated by assimilation to the West, a singsong language with a difficult-to-master ideographic script, a land where nods don’t necessarily mean yes and smiles may indicate embarrassment rather than pleasure. Rather than Christianity, Greek civilization, and the Roman Empire, the Chinese past is written in terms of Confucianism, the Warring States Period, and the Han Dynasty, names whose very unfamiliarity betrays our ignorance. The development of a true world humanism through integration of the Chinese experience and the Western experience is only in its beginning stages, regardless of whether the problem is viewed from Paris or Beijing (where it is not viewed as a problem at all).

All of these barriers combine to place the foreigner in China in a sort of quarantine, one that wears particularly hard on those accustomed to a more open society (which is not to say that it doesn’t wear hard on the Chinese themselves). The impossibility of foreigners’ having any sort of a normal social life while living in China was brought home to me by a phone conversation I happened to overhear in the lobby of the Dongfang Hotel between a young American exchange student at Zhongshan University in Guangzhou and his father in New York. “My Chinese is coming along good,” he began, “a little slower than I had hoped but still OK. I have a good academic program here, but everything else is going crazy.” His voice started quavering, and he started pleading with his father to let him come home over the summer. “My mental attitude is not very good right now,” he explained to his obviously worried parent. “I’ve just got to get away from this isolation.” And if students able to speak Chinese and living on university campuses with thousands of Chinese of similar age can be, at best, marginal participants in Chinese life, they are nevertheless better off in this regard than members of the resident diplomatic and business communities, who are altogether outcasts. Not only are they, like the students, treated as nonpersons by most Chinese they happen across in unofficial contexts, their opportunities for such unstructured contacts are restricted as well. The upshot of all these barriers is to produce the desired result: most resident foreigners do not long persist in their urban wanderings, but retreat into the cloistered comfortable life-style devised for them by the Maoist authorities.

[image: Image]

A number of fortuitous circumstances surrounding my stay in China combined to loosen somewhat the normal restrictions on foreigners. I was in China in 1979-80, when the lingering euphoria over “the Four Modernizations”* and the Xidan Democracy Wall made it relatively easy to make unsupervised contact with Chinese.* “Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping himself has said that we can talk with foreigners,” I was told repeatedly in the months after my arrival by Chinese, who often used this assertion of their newly granted freedom as a conversation opener.

The arrest and trial of the dissident Wei Jingsheng in late 1979 and the abolition of the Democracy Wall in December of that year did put a chill into my relations with certain cadres, who correctly saw which way the wind was blowing, but by that time I had formed friendships with enough Chinese that this didn’t matter much. (It wasn’t until after I had left the mainland that the Chinese authorities attempted to fully reimpose their peculiar institution of apartheid. In early 1981 a party directive warned Chinese against mixing with foreigners, and shortly thereafter foreign reporters in Beijing, a group that Beijing in any case regards as being no better than spies, were reined in. All interviews and visits must have official authorization, they were told.)

Being an American in China only a few months after the establishment of diplomatic relations between the U.S. and the PRC was an advantage as well, for that announcement generated a groundswell of good will and friendship that allowed me to move more easily in cadre and peasant circles alike. My status as an exchange scholar, whose stay in the countryside was arranged by Beijing ministries and whose officially sanctioned purpose was to investigate rural conditions, gave me entrée to commune and county cadres who would normally have been inaccessible to foreigners.

The longer I stayed in China, the more I came to realize how anomalously advantageous my situation was. While most foreigners resided in Beijing, the taut political nerve center of China, I spent my time in the relatively relaxed countryside of Guangdong Province, half a continent away from the capital. While most foreigners are sequestered in hotels and deal only with officials who professionally manage foreigners, I lived in a village farmhouse and spent my time with peasants and rural cadres. While foreigners are normally restricted to the cities, visiting the countryside only for short periods under the escort of officials and guides, I was allowed in the countryside for nearly a year, and lived and worked unaccompanied and unobserved. While most foreigners rely on interpreters, especially when visiting areas like Guangdong where Mandarin is not in widespread use, I was able to speak conversational Cantonese before my arrival, and found the villagers so pleased that I could manage their local dialect, and so patient when my speech came out off-pitch* or garbled, that I dispensed with an interpreter from the beginning.

Despite these advantages, I experienced my share of frustration from uncommunicative dialogues with supercautious higher-level cadres who would not let down their guard even briefly and with factory heads who insisted that they had no problems with production (or personnel or management) even though, from well-placed friends, I knew better and politely told them so. And away from the several villages where I did most of my interviewing, I sometimes found the villagers more curious than cooperative and the local cadres more guardedly polite, not to say deceitful, than open and informative in their remarks. The difference was that such occasions were neither common nor insurmountable, because when they did occur, a personal introduction from an acquaintance with ties of friendship or kinship in the village or enterprise where my inquiries had been initially rebuffed was often sufficient to generate a warm welcome the second time around.

I soon discovered that peasants were often far more reliable and revealing informants than many of those they were led by. Though nearly all officials I encountered seemed to suffer more or less from an inability to speak candidly about problems, at least in the presence of others, most peasants spoke honestly and artlessly about topics ranging from suicides during the Cultural Revolution to failed harvests. The sturdy sense of loyalty that peasants feel toward their families and communities stops a long way short of the state. In this they are unlike commune-level and higher cadres, who are revealingly described by the peasants as “eating the nation’s rice and speaking the nation’s words.” Moreover, again unlike cadres, peasants have little to lose by their indiscretions, having precious little to begin with.

My acceptance into the plain-spoken world of the peasant began two days after I had moved into Sandhead village when I was feasted by my neighbors. It was a very Chinese initiation. The eight men present, ranging in age from a 23-year-old production team head to the poor 63-year-old peasant named Ah Shi who was our host, all sat around a large circular banquet table, the women having repaired to the kitchen. Ah Shi opened a fifth of the local brand of cheap rice liquor as soon as we had taken our seats, pouring the liquor directly from bottle to rice bowl. We would not eat rice until we had finished this bowl and more.

Ah Shi began the toasts by “respectfully offering a glass to our foreign friend,” and we both raised our bowls high as a sign of mutual respect before downing part of the fiery contents neat. While Ah Shi finished the equivalent of several shots, I took only a small sip, all that the ritual minimally requires, for I had been the guest of honor at a number of feasts in Hong Kong and Taiwan and knew what was coming. Each of my other companions followed Ah Shi’s lead and raised his bowl to me in turn, and I received seven more toasts in quick and pungent succession. Then it was my turn to salute them, and so it went.

As we continued, the women began serving the food, a small plate of fried freshwater fish from local ponds, a bowl of boiled greens, a sizable dish of fried pork fat, and a small helping of salted turnips. Occupying the center of the table was a broiled goose, steaming in its succulent juices. All of the food had been cut into chopstick-sized pieces, with the strongly flavored salted turnips chopped up more finely still to make their sharp, briny flavor palatable. While the guests drank their liquor with abandon, they were much more frugal with the food. Only occasionally would someone reach out with his chopsticks and deftly snare a small piece of salted vegetable or fried fish. While Ah Shi kept urging pieces of goose meat on me and I accepted them, the rest of the guests left the goose practically untouched. It was, I found out later, an unheard-of extravagance, killed for the occasion, and none of the other guests could bring themselves to eat it, contenting themselves with bites of commoner fare.

We chatted in a combination of Cantonese and the local dialect. My Cantonese, learned in Hong Kong, proved passable, but my efforts to imitate the local dialect produced gales of laughter. My companions were fascinated by the fact that they were speaking with a foreigner, but showed almost no curiosity about America or anywhere else outside of their part of China except Hong Kong, Macao, and Singapore, where some had relatives. Though I had carefully laid plans to talk to them about life in America and the West, thinking it best not to appear too curious too soon about local affairs, the liquor and their friendliness soon weakened my resolve. They were talking about local events to each other, and so I joined in. Many of their comments were too compressed for me, as a newcomer, to follow, but this was far less important to me than the folksy sociability of these peasants and their matter-of-fact openness about village life.

My meeting the next day with one of the leading cadres of Equality Commune, to which Sandhead Production Brigade belonged, was the other half of the equation. Upon arriving at the commune headquarters, I was ushered into the foreign affairs office (every unit in China, regardless of its size, has a foreign affairs office for dealing with foreigners, overseas Chinese, and Hong Kong and Macao compatriots). The cadre in charge, a spare man in his mid-fifties, stood up from his desk as I entered and greeted me politely, introducing himself as Wu Tian and offering me his smooth and uncalloused hand. The handshake, the introduction, and his politesse were all stylized conventions alien to the peasantry. His clothes, carefully tailored and pressed, offered another contrast with my new village friends, who dressed in rough peasant garb. Speaking impeccable Cantonese in the accent of the provincial capital, he welcomed me to the commune, wished me a pleasant stay, asked if there was anything that he could do to make that stay more pleasant, and so on. My first impression, which the passage of time confirmed, was of a careful and calculated reserve, only partly camouflaged by a kind of officious politeness.

Neither at that meeting nor on any of the other occasions when we met did I ever hear Wu Tian freely offer his opinion on any issue. He was invariably polite, and there were no strained silences in the conversations that I had with him, but he proved formidable in deflecting a query with an irrelevant aside or parrying it with a question of his own. There was an air of solicitousness about him, as if he would go to any lengths to resolve a problem for you, whereas in fact I found him to be one of the least helpful individuals around as I began my village research.

Wu Tian proved typical of middle-level cadres—commune heads and county leaders—who with few exceptions were almost as reticent in private conversations as they were in public ones. These cadres have a built-in conditioning that both inhibits them from unauthorized contacts and protects them from political errors. Perhaps the system rewarded them so handsomely with political authority and material luxuries that the rigid ideological conformity demanded by the state in return was not very burdensome. Or perhaps they were adept game-players who were all too aware of what they stood to lose by ignoring their political conditioning. In any event, with a very few exceptions, I was unable to tap the reservoirs of their dissatisfaction, if in fact they existed. Questioning them most often elicited only a bland recital of current policy, remembered newspaper articles, and recalled directives with the life squeezed out of them.

But while all cadres to some extent share an ability to adopt a protective coloration blending in with the current political line, many cadres, especially those lower in the rural hierarchy, have not internalized the Party line to the point where they are incapable of having their own, sometimes quite heterodox opinions. Knowing enough to consider carefully the consequences of any deviation from the political straight and narrow, under the right circumstances they would still pour out their frustrations at the system that gave them so little freedom of thought and action, as Jian Liguo had done. Cadres whose answers read like People’s Daily editorials in discussions in front of others often proved to be vigorously independent individuals with their own viewpoints when I met with them in private at their house or mine. They possessed a chameleon-like ability to adjust their political coloration to their environment, and had become excellent judges of the extent to which they could trust those around them. More sophisticated and articulate than most peasants and less inhibited than their superiors, commune and production brigade cadres became my best guides to the Chinese way of life.

I learned also from Chinese who sought me out with more specific motives. My ready access to the Friendship Stores, a chain of department stores which sell hard-to-come-by manufactured goods like radios, electric fans, and watches to non-Chinese, led a number of people to ask me to make purchases for them. One assistant team head, who had apparently gone to some lengths to persuade his fearful uncle, a former landlord, to agree to an interview with me, visited me shortly after that event with 30 rmb and a request that I buy a watch for him at the Guangzhou Friendship Store. (I always refused such requests, preferring to pay back debts by invitations to dinner.) Some wished to use me as a conduit of information and cash to and from family in Hong Kong, especially so-called bad elements—landlords and exKuomintang (KMT) officials—who were afraid to contact their relatives by ordinary mail. Others came to complain about this policy or that restriction, apparently preferring to share their grievances with someone from outside the system who could be more objective and, perhaps more important, would not betray them during the next political movement. What these wanted was not a conduit to the outside world, but an opportunity to bear witness to the shortcomings of their own.

For a time I received frequent calls from a young cadre who worked at the commune-run limestone factory. Perhaps once a week on his own initiative he would ride over on his bicycle, a trip that took forty-five minutes even at his brisk pedaling speed, and we would visit for an hour or so. Without prompting, he told me much about the foibles of factory management and about the corruption, cheating, and bribery that marked commercial transactions between his factory and other units. I finally asked him, after a particularly revealing session, why he was telling me all this. He knew that I was doing research, he replied without hesitation, and wanted to make sure that my information was complete.

Even away from the Pearl River Delta, where I enjoyed unusual entrée, it was sometimes possible to break through the barriers erected by the authorities and make rewarding, if fleeting, friendships with Chinese in certain urban settings, such as parks and restaurants, or while traveling. On a train trip from Guizhou (Kweichow) to Hunan I recall going to the dining car for breakfast and finding it arbitrarily divided into two sections. The six small tables at the far end were crowded with Chinese talking and eating, while the six tables nearest the single soft-sleeping car, where I had been put in a private compartment, were vacant. The waiter quickly laid out a tablecloth, place setting, and even a vase of grimy plastic flowers on a table in this section and gestured for me to take a seat there. Irritated that none of the other tables had such tourist trappings and longing for some company after half a day alone in a private compartment, I asked the waiter if it would be all right if I sat with the others. He stared at me as if the wall had just spoken. Whether surprised that I spoke Chinese, aghast at my suggestion, or both, he made no reply, and I walked over and took a vacant seat. He brought my order of fried rice and stir-fried vegetables to me without reproach, though I noted with a spasm of embarrassment that this was far better fare than my tablemates were eating, which was a kind of coarse noodle stew served in metal tins.

Pleased with myself at having escaped from solitary confinement, I settled down to enjoy my meal and strike up a conversation with my new companions, a woman and a young man. This didn’t go as well as I’d hoped, sputtering along with awkward pauses, although the woman proved more communicative than the young man, who confined himself to nervously remarking how good my Chinese was. I did find out that she was 30 and from Shanghai, that he was 22 and from Fujian (Fukien) Province, and that they worked together in the same unit in Chongqing (Chungking, the old wartime Nationalist capital). Fortunately the fourth seat at the table was quickly taken by a friendly Cantonese fellow, outgoing like most of his fellow provincials, and we were soon off into the topic of education. Trying to draw the other two into the conversation, I asked them at one point how far they had gone in school. They replied with their customary curtness. The woman said “upper middle school,” while the young man to my surprise grunted “college.” When I asked him what college, he looked nervously at his companion and then down at his bowl of noodles before finally replying in a barely audible tone of voice, “PLA University.” As it was dawning on me why he and the woman had been so reluctant to speak with me, these two People’s Liberation Army officers traveling in mufti chugged down the remainder of their noodles and literally bolted from the table. I couldn’t help chuckling at their panicky exit and looked up to find my Cantonese friend amused as well. In sudden rapport, we switched to his dialect, ordered another bottle of Qingdao beer, and for the next two hours talked about our lives and countries as the train rolled through the Hunan countryside.

*Chinese Shadows (New York: Viking Press, 1977), p. xiv.

*At the 1981 official exchange rate $1 was worth 1.5 renminbi (literally, people’s currency). This would make 100 renminbi, or rmb, worth approximately $67, but I calculated that its real buying power in the countryside was only about two-thirds of this amount. Whenever dollar figures are given they are based on the official conversion rate.

*Simon Leys, Chinese Shadows (New York: Viking Press, 1977), p. 3.

*Erving Goffman, Encounters: Two Studies in the Soaology of Interaction (Indianapolis: Bobbs Merrill, 1961), pp. 9-10.

*The Xidan Democracy Wall became the focal point of the brief Democracy movement, its 100-yard length festooned with posters large and small demanding governmental reform and human rights. It was closed in late 1979.

*The Four Modernizations, designed to lift China out of the ranks of underdeveloped nations by the year 2000, involves industry, science and technology, agriculture, and military.

*For several months in late 1978 and early 1979 journalists and other foreigners resident in Beijing were able to mingle freely with Chinese at the Xidan Democracy Wall and even visit them at home. This relaxation evidently came about because the MPS was uncertain to what degree the Democracy movement was supported by the top leadership, in particular Deng Xiaoping, and so delayed cracking down. An interesting account of the short-lived Democracy movement by a correspondent in Beijing at the time is John Fraser’s The Chinese: Portrait of a People (New York: Summit Books, 1980).

*Cantonese, like all Chinese dialects, is a tonal language in which different inflections affect not just emphasis, as in Western speech, but the very meaning of the word itself. 



2 Village Life: The Chinese Peasant at Home



[The supermarket had] aisle after aisle stacked with 10,000 kinds of food. It was unbelievable. So much food in one place.

Equality Commune cadre, 1980



It was mid-morning when the 30-foot cargo launch I was riding in chugged slowly up to the Sandhead lock. I stood on the bow, impatient to breach the high dikes that had mostly frustrated my efforts to observe the Pearl River Delta during the three-hour trip upriver from near the Portuguese colony of Macao. A hail brought a young man in a blue Mao jacket up to the concrete overspan and the heavy concrete doors of the outer gate swung slowly open, then closed again behind us. The launch began to settle lower in the lock as the water was pumped down to the level of the canal that led to Sandhead. Finally the inner gate opened to reveal the delta locale that was to be my home for most of the next fifteen months.

I found myself viewing a world half land, half water. Huge, man-made ponds were scattered across the landscape as thickly as puddles after a summer rainstorm. The embankments between were crowded with miniature forests of tiny mulberry trees, whose leaves went to feed voracious crops of silkworms. Higher ground was given over to tall stands of sugarcane interspersed with banana trees. The only breaks in this tropical panorama were made by occasional low hills. These had been coastal islands until accumulating river silt had gradually lifted them out of their watery isolation and joined them together. Chinese peasants from the north had completed the transformation from islet to hill ten centuries before when they had settled on the safety of their lower slopes and built dikes encircling the adjacent mudflats. Five of these hills and 1,300 acres of surrounding cultivable land comprised the holdings of the 8,000-member Sandhead Production Brigade, my destination.
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