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Preface: Choosing to be ambivalent

It was hard to write this preface, much harder than I expected.

This book is made up of a few dozen short essays. Some essays describe my travels throughout China and Asia, some are commentary on current events and some are descriptions of public figures. Most of the essays were written between 2007 and 2013, when the China model was extremely popular. In this book, I hope to show that behind the faade the China model is absurd, unjust and unsustainable.

In general I would call myself a liberal. I believe that if a government is not based on personal freedom, it is contemptible. Everything Beijing does is suspect and full of chicanery, no matter how much wealth or power it brings, no matter how much wonder it gives the average person. I have never believed in the concept of the China model. The economic miracle in China is the result of the hard work of the Chinese people and not the leadership in Beijing.

Most of these essays were originally published for Chinese media outlets based outside of Mainland China, specifically for Yazhou Zhoukan in Hong Kong and the Chinese edition of the Financial Times in London. Still, I have never considered myself to be a dissident writer.

I am afraid of being pigeonholed and having to make a definitive judgment on China when there are so many grey areas. Chinas story is a strange and complicated one. There are countless examples of political stagnation, violations of human rights, and the suppression of individual voices. But at the same time, I have seen economic and technological reforms that not only turned China into a modern nation but also made its society more open and diverse. People care more about protecting individual rights and young people are much more open-minded. All in all, I am very optimistic about Chinas future. The sclerotic political system and the strength of the steadily progressing society are in fierce competition, but I think the latter will ultimately be victorious.

In the past two years, however, my optimistic outlook has been tried and tested. I never expected to see my country to go backwards like this. Not only have the rulers of China launched an unprecedented crackdown on their own citizens, they are trying to revive Communist ideology even though it has been proven to be completely ineffective. As political commentator Timothy Garton Ash puts it, Xi Jinping is trying to steer a complex economy and society through difficult times by top-down changes, led and controlled by a purged, disciplined and reinvigorated Leninist party.*

I have known too many friends who have been put behind bars. Some of them have made only the mildest of criticisms of the regime and yet their works have been banned. That means I am not able to publish books in Mainland China for the time being.

But that is not the whole story. As a miasma of oppression, fear and silence continues to spread, society has been engulfed by a wave of entrepreneurship and consumerism. Huge companies dominate the market and swarms of young people are leaving home to start their own businesses. Chinese consumers are flocking to cities around the world to see their sights and to shop. China appears to be a land full of opportunity.

My own life is filled with these contradictions. I am a writer who is unable to publish in my own country, and yet my friends and I have successfully raised venture capital to start our own social media company. It seems that I have been oppressed and given a rare opportunity at the same time. I doubt that the intellectuals based in Warsaw, Prague and East Berlin during the era of Soviet domination, who were never given a chance freely to express themselves, would ever have dreamed that such an opportunity could exist in a one-party state. My counterparts in present-day Yangon, would, I suspect, be similarly surprised.

My publisher and I chose the subtitle Inside the real China to emphasize the fact that, unlike outside observers, I come from China, and my commentary is (perhaps) more authoritative. But I suspect that there are disadvantages to this as well. An insider is like a fish in a fishbowl, unable to see the exact shape of its surroundings even though those surroundings are perfectly clear to everyone else. Ultimately we are all like blind men feeling an elephant; we cannot fully understand the way China is changing.

I cannot provide a clear-cut prediction on Chinas future. But my instinct says that Chinas party-state power is stronger than I imagine. Moreover, a majority of Chinese people believe in and rely on this power. No intellectual, no entrepreneur, no human rights activist, no dissatisfied worker or farmer can pose a serious challenge to this party-state power. As a result, the current China model will continue for a long time.

I wish I had more courage and optimism in terms of the ability of the people to overcome this totalitarian regime. Unfortunately I cannot hide my hesitancy, my evasiveness, or my confusion. Compared to my friends who are writers and lawyers and have been forced to leave the country or are detained for their views, I am embarrassed to think of how ambivalent my views are.

* http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/jun/01/war-peace-depend-china-domestic-success


THE FACE OF CHINA


Speculators in a frenzy

20 October 2007

The people flooding the stock market in China today are not white-collar workers from the city or financial experts. Everybody buys stock  university students, farmers, vendors, even the old lady down the road. Ordinary people have no confidence in society, so they rest all their hopes on the security that a huge amount of money can bring.

She carried Elliott Wave Principle: The Key to Stock Market Profits and a biography of Warren Buffett in her book bag. She was searching the shelves of a bookstore trying to find a textbook on probabilities. I understand what my friend was doing. At school, she always said that maths gave her a headache. She had studied some accounting but still couldnt get the hang of a profit and loss sheet. When it came to the Chinese economy and the corporate world, not only did she lack a complete understanding, most of her ideas were wrong.

Everyone at the table was talking about stock, she said, recounting her experience of a reunion with some friends, trying and not succeeding to hold back her excitement. It seemed like everyone was making a ridiculous amount of money. She had heard a number of stories of the fortunes made from investment, all of which ran along similar lines. A young graduate who was earning only 4,000 yuan (260) a month decided to take the 200,000 yuan (13,000) that his family had given him to buy a house and invest it in stock. In a couple of months he had earned 700,000 yuan (46,000). After hearing so many stories like this, she wanted to set up a trading account. In the past few months, between 20,000 and 30,000 new stock trading accounts had opened every day. She still regretted having joined the game later than everyone else. The people flooding the stock market in China today are not white-collar workers from the city or financial experts. Everybody buys stock  university students, farmers, vendors, even the old lady down the road. Everyones business seems to be booming all over China, and people mortgage their cars and homes or take out a loan to buy stock. On average, the market is still surging, but many people dont even understand what P/E (price-earnings ratio) means.

A parody of the song March of the Volunteers* is very popular online, and the changed words go like this:

Wake up, you without accounts

Put all your assets in the tempting market

The Chinese people are in their richest moment

Everyone is excited and shouting

Go up! Go up! Go up!

We have one heart

We are all risking being conned

Earn on, earn on, earn on!

Sitting in a Starbucks in Beijing, I tried to use the example of the stock market crash on Wall Street in 1929 to bring her back to her senses. If even a shoeshine boy could talk about stocks, doesnt that signify that disaster is on the horizon? At precisely that moment, two middle-aged men sitting behind me spoke loudly. One said, Are you sure you want to go on with this? I feel like were just helping the government to overheat the market. Everyone knew what he was talking about: in 2008, before the start of the Beijing Olympics, the government would surely keep the stock market afloat, because a stock market crash and the resulting social chaos was not something they could afford to let happen.

For the past several months, society has seemed to be as calm as everyone expected. What do people worry about apart from stocks? a business reporter asked me seriously. At our editors meeting, nobody was even interested in reporting on interview topics, because nobody knew what was worth covering except for the Olympics and the stock market.

According to my memory, this was the third money-related mania in China. The first was an Internet bubble in 1999. Back then, everyone in the cafs were talking about venture capitalism and dot-com firms. But the influence of these phenomena on society was limited because it was concentrated in universities, the IT industry and the media. Most of the money came from investors on Wall Street. In some ways it was an enlightening experience for Chinas business world and culture. We used other peoples dollars and two years of time to help an entire generation of young Chinese people understand modern business, advanced technology, and the rules of the game in finance. The second mania was the real-estate bubble in Shanghai in 2004. Shanghai was bigger than Hong Kong in terms of landmass, and the average income of a Shanghai resident was lower than that of a Hongkonger; still, for some inexplicable reason Shanghais real estate trends started to copy Hong Kong. Reverently, as if waiting for their favourite band to start playing at a concert, crowds of people waited in line to buy houses. The next day they would sell the houses for a profit. Within a very short time, the skyrocketing house prices made it impossible for a young person to save up and buy a house. But there were endless rumours that the cleverest people had earned a lifetime of money after selling houses a few times. The bubble was confined to a relatively small area and prices were too high to be sustainable. 

This time, the stock prices had been rising for over a year, and the potential impact was greater than ever before. Opening a trading account was much easier than writing a business plan or paying a deposit on a house. Plus, everyone seemed to be making money, so why wouldnt the average person join in? Another key factor was that the people were completely confident with the capability and intentions of their government; they thought the government would never let the stock markets crash, at least not before the Olympics, and that was still a year away.

With confidence levels running incredibly high, anything seemed possible. In April 2006, Tianjin World Magnetic Card Co., Ltd. announced that it could not release a quarterly statement, and instead of punishing the company for not being forthright, the market ignored this red flag and the companys stock price doubled. In early 2007, Anhui KOYO Group announced that it was receiving government subsidies of 55 million yuan (3.6 million) from the Suzhou city government in order to plug up losses incurred in 2006, but the company magically turned a profit and was no longer at risk of delisting.

It is unclear whether there were people manipulating those events. Still, many people buying stock in China believed that the price of the stock had no correlation to the listed companys business performance. China looks like it is filled with paradoxes: its performance in the macroeconomy is good, but individual firms are performing horrendously. In the same way, some listed companies reported insignificant profits, yet their stock prices continued to rise.

Even if you try to explain things away with the complexities of Chinese society argument, the latest events are still incredible. One billion people had worked feverishly for thirty years. In the process, they polluted countless mountains valleys and rivers, breathed in filthy air, mined all the coal from the ground and sacrificed lives unnecessarily. They abandoned the basic limits of reason and took advantage of the global division of labour, borrowed a number of different technologies, and produced a huge amount of wealth. Unfortunately, that wealth is not being used appropriately. China has not created a better education system, or an environment that encourages businesses to innovate. It has not even created a reliable welfare system. As a result, ordinary people are even more reckless in their opportunistic investing. They lack confidence in society, so they rest all their hopes on the security that a huge amount of money can bring. More than anything, they hope that taking these risks will benefit them. That was exactly why my friend in the caf thought the stock market crash in the US in 1929 was not applicable to her.

The people behind the glass curtain

2 December 2007

They are the elite strata of Chinese society, with cautious but haughty expressions on their faces. When they speak, they mix English and Chinese with ease. They live in offices inside glass curtains, coolly sizing up their home country from behind the windows. They are like a group of people without roots, proud of the fact that they are not connected to the land. They are unwilling to transform their wealth and education into wider social improvements.

By the time I entered the restaurant, the beef was sizzling on the grill. They werent drinking because they had an afternoon meeting to prepare for. After some small talk, they started to talk about the election in the US. Would Hillary Clinton become the Democratic candidate and win the election? They moved on to exchange rumours and classified information about Chinese officials. These friends of mine graduated from some of the best-known universities in the world. They work for multinational companies or for state-owned financial institutions and spend significant portions of their lives on aeroplanes. The friend sitting across from me is going to Africa next week; the bank she works for is expanding its business there.

The restaurant is located on Financial Street in Beijing. When the ambitious plans for Financial Street were first announced ten years ago, the old residential buildings were demolished and cold steel bars were set in place as foundations for giant glass plazas. At the time, Beijing dreamed that someday its financial district would equal Wall Street in New York, the City in London, or Central in Hong Kong.

Turning from the gridlocked West Second Ring Road onto Financial Street, I am shocked by the sight in front of me. Immense glass buildings reflect a silvery light, each one separated by generous expanses of green grass. The streets are clean and the restaurants and cafs give off an aura of leisure in the warm sunlight. On the exterior of a gigantic Lane Crawford store, the indifferent faces of models wearing Dior perfume gaze at passers-by. From Monday to Friday at midday, crowds of people wearing immaculate black suits and dresses walk past. Each one has a cautious yet superior expression on their face, each one carries a Blackberry smartphone, and when they speak they mix English and Chinese with ease.

On the weekends, all the bankers disappear and the district empties. It then becomes a meeting place for fashionable twenty-somethings. They love the floor-to-ceiling windows, which they use to flaunt themselves. They are obsessed with being seen by others. They often sit in the seats by the windows to daydream.

Compared to the messy and noisy Chinese society that surrounds it, the Financial Street district is like a surrealist painting. It reminds me of the calendar pictures of pristine stately homes that poor families hang up on their walls. Those who work there are part of the upper crust of Chinese society, and they tempt everyone else with their luxurious lifestyles.

My friends live inside office buildings covered in one-way mirrors, so that the people on the inside can look out, and the people on the outside see brightly reflected light. Their main tasks are to manage information and capital. Money has never been so abstract  millions of yuan (tens of thousands of pounds) pass through their hands, and some of the transactions are executed by a few taps on a keyboard.

Talking about money, yearning to have money, and hating money  in the past few years, these three themes have become more and more widely discussed in Chinese society. As the stock market heats up and the price of all kinds of goods steadily increases, more and more billionaires are being minted. As more companies celebrate record-breaking initial public offerings, feelings of insanity and oppression increase. People are going insane trying to accumulate staggering amounts of money in short periods of time; simultaneously people feel oppressed because the only thing anyone ever talks about is money.

One of my friends most important tasks is helping Chinese firms with overseas listings on stock markets. I cant tell exactly what their work is. Every time I read a prospectus for a public tender in the newspaper I feel utterly confused. I still remember the names of those all-star companies: Morgan Stanley, Merrill Lynch, Citigroup, Goldman Sachs and UBS. These companies are repeatedly linked in various ways with Chinese state-owned and private enterprises. Then they reveal their great ambitions in New York, London and Hong Kong. After raising enormous amounts of capital, they make the headlines in newspapers everywhere.

The size of my friends salaries are truly shocking. In the past, jobs in the oil and automobile industries paid the most. Now, financial companies pay more than everyone else, and young people are eager to be recruited. The career options of university graduates epitomize the changes in Chinese society: twenty-two-year-old graduates who speak English fluently, think on their feet, and are lucky enough to be recruited by a multinational bank could expect to earn 1,000,000 yuan (70,000) (140,000 USD) per year. Meanwhile, most of their fellow graduates have to work overtime just to earn 4,000 yuan (260) each month.

I have mixed emotions when chatting with the elite of this era. They are knowledgeable about lots of financial terms, Ivy League universities, the top 500 companies in the world, and the people who grace the covers of English-language magazines. They talk about the US presidential election so passionately you would almost think they have a vote. They are part of an exclusive global elite. They share the same language and tastes, and are proud of their whirlwind lifestyle that takes them to New York one day and to Paris the next. In a world that redistributes wealth according to information and mobility, they are ahead of the rest. Yet they are difficult to engage in deep conversation. Accustomed as they are to jumping from one idea to the next, they often talk as if they were processing mind-boggling amounts of data; touching on various topics and staying busy, but never having a connecting thread of logic or a deeper emotional attachment to any part of the conversation.

They are not interested in their homeland. China is frequently conflated with China concepts stocks,* whose main purpose is to set prices on the market. They are a rootless people, not connected to the land beneath their feet, and proud of the fact. They coolly size up their home country from behind the one-way glass, and the people on the outside cannot look back at them.

They are the elite. They received the best education, benefited from Chinas prosperous economy, and have managed to push past traditional cultural and geographical boundaries. Yet at the same time, they are too clinical. It doesnt matter if they are squeezing international capital or capital from state monopolies, they know how to cooperate with the right forces to become successful and maintain their comfortable lifestyle. Unfortunately, they are unwilling to leave their protective bubble or to transform their wealth and education into wider social improvements.

The dream of a lost country boy

25 January 2009

He went missing on 14 September last year. He left a slip of paper in his dormitory copied from the Daoist foundational text, the Zhuangzi: For the whole of ones life, one toils, yet never sees the fruits of ones labour. To be exhausted and without a refuge, to fear poverty and not have an escape, to crave success and be denied its fulfilment, to have no career and no way to support ones parents, is that not a great sorrow? People say, It is not death but is that an advantage?

His name was Luo Lian. He was only twenty-four and he grew up in a village in Hunan province. He was the only son and had three sisters. Five years ago, after completing secondary school, he had decided not to take the college entrance examination, partly because his marks were not very good but perhaps also because it would have been too stressful. Soon after making that decision, he followed his older sister into the heart of the manufacturing industry in Guangdong province. Countless young people come here in search of opportunity. Over the course of two years, he worked in different factories but he always stayed in the city of Foshan. His colleagues found him to be taciturn and introverted.

For two months, nobody besides his sister and a few workmates even knew he was missing. If it werent for his distant cousin, a reporter in a news agency, his story might have disappeared forever just like he did. Young people just like him can be found all over the Pearl River Delta  workers on the assembly line whose facial features are blurred and whose comings and goings go unnoticed. In late November, Luo Lians cousin, Shi Feike, memorialized him on a blog which was later published by Southern Metropolis Daily. The article generated a huge response because of Luos dramatic inner conflict and because the story touched a nerve in people across China.

He was a quiet migrant worker who had never gone to university and who contemplated the Zhuangzi in his free time. When life was tough, he used to copy quotations from it and other books into his journal: The earth is generous and loving and so should a noble person act, with virtuous actions and an appreciation for all beings and Life is great because of dreams, changed because of study, and successful because of action.

Even though nobody knew much about him, they called him a dreamer because of the quotations in his journal. As a result, the fate of twenty-four-year-old Luo Lian is filled with symbolism. He was a humble migrant worker who came to the city looking for hope; an idealistic youth trying to resist reality. His fate signifies that the opportunities for someone to change their destiny are diminishing and that idealism will inevitably fail. It also symbolizes the vulnerability of individuals who have nothing to rely on and no one to confide in.

His death has stirred emotions that have been locked






The story of a village official 
















Learning how to become a free person
















Disputes between the dissenters














The frog at the bottom of the well













The victory of the masses 
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A modern-day Kong Rong
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