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Every evening through the autumn of 1965,

a seven-year-old Chinese girl hid under her

little brother’s crib to listen to her father tell

stories to her brothers. She hid because this

was a privilege reserved for sons and denied

to daughters. Her father was a superb story-

teller and held his little audience spellbound

with traditional Chinese tales and Western

classics he had read as a student in Amer-

ica. One evening, when the boys had gone to

bed, and the girl was still hiding there, the

genial storyteller sat talking to himself in a

very different tone: “It’s not over. It’s coming

. . . I see it . . .” A victim of the Anti-Rightist

campaign of 1957–58, he sensed that new

trouble was brewing, for himself and others.

Within a year that trouble would burst out, in

the form of the Cultural Revolution.

Nearly 30 years later he would publish

an account of the suffering inflicted on him,

his wife and children, from 1954 to 1979.

Now his daughter has written her part of

the family’s story.

Each book stands very well on its own, a

memorial to the trials of its author’s gener-

ation. The father tells the fate of those

patriotic intellectuals who wanted to build

the New China after 1949, but were soon

either brainwashed into political slavery or

persecuted, and his daughter recounts how

the sons and daughters of these intellectu-

als lost their childhood in the Cultural Revo-

lution and then, as teenagers, were

banished to remote and primitive villages

“to learn from the poor and lower-middle

peasants.”

These memoirs have much to tell us of

suffering under the oppressive rule of

China’s Communist Party, but they are also

testaments to the resilience of the human

spirit under oppression when sustained by

love, courage and faith. Neither Wu Ningkun

nor his daughter Emily ever preaches to us,

and we learn from them all the better for

that. Fine books on their own, they gain

from being read together.

Ningkun chose for his daughter the

name Yimao (“One Feather”) while he was

in a labor camp. Long years of being tossed

in a storm awaited this feather. Besides her

name, Ningkun would in time impart to

Yimao his love of Chinese classical poetry,

which would sustain her when she in turn

was “sent down” to learn from illiterate

peasants, and his gift for storytelling, which

would enable her, with the expert help of

Larry Engelmann, to give us this gripping

book. Yimao first set eyes on her father on

her third birthday, when he was still a politi-

cal prisoner. At the end of their brief meet-

ing he told her, “You are a determined young

lady, like your Mama. Someday, this little

Phoenix will sing at heaven’s gate!”

Feather in the Storm is Yimao’s account

of what childhood and youth were like for

the child of a “Rightist.” She was born into

the Great Leap Forward, a time of mass

starvation. From the age of eight, during the

Cultural Revolution, she was bullied and

ostracized, and witnessed the brutal mal-

treatment of her parents, their friends and

colleagues. At 11, she and her brothers

were separated from their parents for over

a year. When the family was reunited, it was

to live for four years among peasants in

rural squalor. At 17, she was parted from

her family again, when she was sent to a

mountain village.

The Wu-Engelmann partnership tells the

story through the eyes of Yimao (who chose

the name Emily when she moved to the

U.S.) as she was at the time, not embel-

lished by sophisticated hindsight. The

storyline and style are kept simple; the

physical descriptions are vivid, and the dia-

logue direct. This simplicity adds to the

impact of the book. The reader lives, page

by page, Yimao’s heart-break of family sep-

arations, her defiance of brutal bullying, her

solace in friendship, her horror on finding

the mother of her best friend hanging dead

from the branches of a tree, her trance-like

experience when that friend’s mother

speaks tenderly to her from beyond the

grave, and her surprise at compassion from

unexpected quarters.

Having, as a British diplomat, read many

authentic but unpublished travelers’ tales, I

can vouch that the experiences recounted

by Yimao were the very stuff of life for edu-

cated youth in those years.

Ningkun was already two years into his

doctoral thesis on T.S. Eliot at the Univer-

sity of Chicago when China entered the war

in Korea in 1950. Politically innocent, he

readily accepted an appeal to abandon his

thesis and take up a professorship of Eng-

lish literature at Yenching University in Bei-

jing. He was a brilliant and dedicated

teacher and translator of English classics,

but his political innocence persisted, with

the result that when the Communist Party

assured intellectuals that they could speak

out in the Hundred Flowers Movement with-

out fear of retribution, he believed it, and

was sentenced to reform through labor.

By then he had married a Roman

Catholic from the port city of Tianjin, who

had borne him a son and was carrying the

future Yimao in her womb. This was a fam-

ily bound together by their love for each

other, their courage and their faith in life.

Indeed, these characteristics saved the

lives of Ningkun and their daughter. Without

the loyalty of his wife, Li Yikai, and her per-

sistent and daring interventions on his

behalf, Ningkun would have died from star-

vation-induced sickness while in captivity.

Likewise, only her parents’ loving attention

saved Yimao when she was denied proper

medical treatment because of her father’s

political history.

The family’s love and courage were

underpinned by a faith in life. Ningkun was

not a religious man, and his faith owed

much to his reading of Chinese literature,

both classical and modern, and the English-

language canon. He found sustenance par-

ticularly in Hamlet: the “Prince of Denmark”

was his alter ego. And in the still of the

night, on the eve of being sentenced to
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labor reform, he remembered the passion-

ate voice of Dylan Thomas reading at the

University of Chicago:

Twisting on racks when sinews give way,

Strapped to a wheel, yet they shall not

break;

And death shall have no dominion.

Beside a lake in the Great Northern

Wilderness, he and a fellow prisoner read

to each other from the novels of Shen Con-

gwen, whose “transparent and candlelit”

voice, tender rhythm and music, made

them forget their sorrows. Du Fu had never

been Ningkun’s favorite poet, but now he

found that “a great poem of Du Fu enno-

bles us with the tragic grandeur of life.” His

first encounter with an assembly of several

hundred fellow prisoners led him to recite

in silence the words of T. S. Eliot in The

Waste Land: “So many, / I had not thought

death had undone so many.”

Ningkun has always been averse to self-

dramatization, but his heart had been

roused in high school while reading how

Patrick Henry had galvanized the Virginia

House of Burgesses to commit troops to

the fight against British rule with the cry,

“Give me liberty or give me death!”

Yikai, on the other hand, had converted

to Christianity at the age of 15. Her faith

was quietly steadfast. Assuring Ningkun

that “heaven never seals off all the exits,”

she prayed every night and every morning,

read The Imitation of Christ by Thomas à

Kempis, baptized Yimao in secret when her

daughter was close to death, and, again in

secrecy, taught her the essentials of Chris-

tianity when Yimao was sent to the country-

side at 17. But as their story unfolds, it

becomes evident that their faith in life can-

not be simply attributed to his education

and her religious discipline.

I first met Ningkun and Yikai in 1986,

when they were returning to China via

France after Ningkun had profited from a

six-month stay at Cambridge University, and

I was in our Paris embassy. Richard Bern-

stein of The New York Times had promised

to bring Ningkun to my apartment for din-

ner, and I was expecting to meet a man on

whom the long years of suffering would

have taken their toll. As my wife and I chat-

ted with our other guests, I heard gusts of

laughter echoing up the stairs and through

the outer rooms, followed by the entrance

of a short, stocky bull-dog of a man who

turned out to be Wu Ningkun. I soon discov-

ered that he had developed what the editor

of this journal has called “a capacity to find

hilarity in the grotesque absurdity at the

base of what ruined so many lives.”1

That evening Ningkun told me he had

invented the formula “I came, I suffered, I

survived” to describe his experience in

communist China. But was it suffering in

vain? He believed that to be worthy of the

suffering and survival, he must render an

account of it that would contribute to a bet-

ter understanding of men and history.

Richard and I encouraged him in this

resolve. Two years later, when I saw him

again in Beijing, he was finding it impossi-

ble to write in the “sterile climate” of

China. It was only in 1991, when he and

Yikai followed their children into exile in the

U.S., that he could resume the project.

The result is a book that deserves to be

recognized as a classic. I know of no richer,

deeper or wiser account of the suffering

inflicted on patriotic Chinese intellectuals

than A Single Tear, nor any more damning

account of the “mass intellectual castra-

tion” (Ningkun’s words) perpetrated by the

Communist Party of China. Of his title,

Ningkun has written, “The ordeal of my fam-

ily is but a single tear in a sea of suffering.”

“But how sparkling and crystal clear is this

single tear,” commented the Hong Kong poet

C. R. Huang, “which contains all the ele-

ments of suffering of a whole generation!”

I do not know of more moving testimony

in our time to the way faith can transform

suffering from a passive, soul-destroying

ordeal into what Ningkun calls “a life-sus-

taining gift.” This political innocent, this

impulsive teller of truth, whose only

weapons were those of the mind and heart,

defied every attempt by the world’s mighti-

est machine for thought reform to wrench

away his pearl of great price – his freedom

of spirit – and came out to tell the tale. Mr.

and Mrs. Valiant-for-Truth wake each morn-

ing now to the peace and beauty of Hunters

Woods, in Patrick Henry’s home state. Their

daughter breathes the free air of California.

Reviewing the life and writing of

Ningkun, Yikai and Yimao, I find myself

driven to the conclusion that their suffering

and survival were not a matter of chance.

From the individual events and the overall

pattern of their lives, it is evident that a

spirit has been at work that is more than

human. A purpose has been served that

gives meaning to life: Ningkun and Yikai

kept faith with each other and with their

highest values; strapped to a wheel, they

did not break, and Yimao grew up to sing at

heaven’s gate. Through these lives, light

has shined in the darkness, and the dark-

ness has not overcome it.

NOTE
1. Stacy Mosher, “Patriot’s Cultural Revelation,”

Eastern Express, July 22, 1994.
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BY JAMES D. SEYMOUR

The use of psychiatry and psychiatric insti-

tutions to abuse opponents of the regime

in the Soviet Union was a well studied and

understood phenomenon. However, it was

largely unknown territory in the literature on

China until the publication of Robin Munro’s

important new book on this frightening

form of mistreating political dissidents and

religious non-conformers.

Munro’s most thoroughly studied case

involves of a man named Wang Wanxing,

who was first determined to be “mentally

ill” in the mid-1970s for having expounded

some political notions that were, one would

have to concede, somewhat anachronistic.

That is to say, he supported a national fig-

ure, Deng Xiaoping, who at the time was

under a political cloud. Deng’s subsequent

rehabilitation and rise to the leadership of

the nation did not result in a corresponding

reassessment of Mr. Wang’s sanity. Then in

the early 1990s he supported liberal views

that had been commonplace in the late
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1980s. Again, bad timing. A clear case of

“paranoid psychosis.” And Wang was only

one of many whose allegiances were seen

by the authorities as irrational. One learns,

for example, that it is not a good idea to

point out that China enjoyed less inflation

and corruption under Mao than it does now;

one woman who did so ended up in the

notorious Ankang.

The term “Ankang” refers to the 20 or

so highly secretive institutions for those

deemed criminally insane. They are run by

Bureau No. 13 of the Ministry of Public

Security—the same agency that runs the

notorious Qincheng Prison, where top-level

political prisoners are held. The police

incarcerate these poor souls on their own

volition (a fact that distinguishes the situa-

tion in China from the usual Soviet prac-

tice, where a court order was the normal

prerequisite). Although an means “peace”

and kang means “health,” these institu-

tions have little to do with either. Apparently

most of the inmates are truly mentally ill,

but receive little psychiatric care. The men-

tally healthy inmates (admitted for political

or religious reasons) dread interaction with

the deeply disturbed, patient-on-patient vio-

lence being rife. But all inmates have much

to fear from some of the personnel. To be

sure, not all of the latter are sadists, but

some do seem to be just that. Electric

shock and pharmaceutically induced tor-

ture are commonplace. Anti-psychotics

such as chlorpromazine and other medica-

tions such as insulin (to induce shock) are

administered. Deaths from the various

forms of torture are not uncommon. No

staff member is known to have been prose-

cuted or otherwise punished for committing

such homicides—the doctors and nurses

being police officers as well.

Part of the problem is that China’s laws

in the area of mental health are almost

non-existent. Drafts of a mental health law

have been mooted for two decades, but still

no enactment seems in the offing. Instead,

there is a set of “temporary regulations”

that were issued a few months after the

crackdown of June 4, 1989. Although these

do give lip service to “safeguarding the

rights of mental illness sufferers,” there is

little in the way of specifics as to what

these rights are. The closest the regula-

tions come to specificity is a provision

allowing the committee in charge of a case

to “accept a request” for a fresh appraisal.

There is no national requirement that such

a request be accepted, though some locali-

ties do so mandate. The result of this legal

vacuum is a diagnosis of “mental illness”

being slapped on many a whistle-blower.

In other countries, one counts less on

law than professional and ethical stan-

dards to prevent abuses of mental

patients. In China, however, cadres with

these responsibilities have been given little

professional training along these lines.

Textbooks on forensic psychiatry treat any

adherence to officially banned views as

indicative of psychiatric pathology. One

“academic” article notes that people

deemed mentally ill had written “long

screeds that went on for thousands of

words, but these documents were vague,

general and repetitive in content, and lack-

ing any clear or purposeful sense of logic.

As for the ‘reactionary slogan’ writers,

most used cigarette packets or other

pieces of scrap paper to write down their

thoughts on, so the pathological nature of

their activities was obvious. . . .” This cer-

tainly gives new life to the old notion of the

medium being the message!

During the 1980s, qigong (the practice

of breathing exercises and bodily move-

ments, believed to have health benefits)

was revived and became very popular.

Since then, the Chinese psychiatric estab-

lishment has identified a cluster of mental

abnormalities said to give rise to cognitive

disorders and sometimes even psychosis.

In the latter half of the 1990s the abuse of

psychiatry did seem to be on the decline,

but then in 1999 along came the banning

of the qigong-related Falun Gong spiritual

movement. There was an explosion of

Falun Gong psychiatric cases, involving

some of China’s most prestigious hospi-

tals. A plethora of statistics have been

released, which, taken together are con-

vincing that the number of Falun Gong-

related “mental” cases has skyrocketed.

For example, in the first half of 1999, it

was officially reported that the number of

such cases at Beijing University of Medical

Science rose to over 42 percent of all gen-

eral qigong-related mental cases there. In

1999 one official made the claim (appar-

ently hugely exaggerated) that 30 percent

of China’s mental patients were Falung

Gong practitioners.

Since the turn of the century there has

been an epidemic of the misuse of psychi-

atric detention for repressive purposes.

The government’s explanation is that the

tenets of Falun Dafa themselves cause

nervous breakdowns and mental illness—a

claim redolent of the Mao-era notion that

mental illness was the product of a “bour-

geois reactionary worldview.” The largely

abandoned idea that mental illness is

caused by “defective ideology” (sixiang

maobing) is now back.

When confronted with their ideological

sins, people are expected, at the very least,

to deny that they intended to dissent. The

thinking is, given the penalties that await

obstinacy, one has to be crazy not to take

the path of least resistance. There is a cer-

tain logic in this. Why not “confess” if it will

shave years off the period of confinement?

But true believers, or even people who sim-

ply have a high degree of integrity, do not

give in that easily.

Since the turn of the century, it has

been less common for Falun Gong believers

On the Ankang

“Ankang is like hell. I would rather

die than go there again.”

—Meng Xiaoxia, a factory supervisor

who disciplined an employee who

was on good terms with the manager.

“Inside the Ankang, there is nothing

but terror and fear. . . . Not even the

murderers there were treated as

harshly as inmates in my category—

people who had filed complaints or

petitions with the authorities. During

my time in the Ankang, I was tor-

tured three to four times a week. I

thought I was going to die there.”

—Qiu Jinyou, an elderly farmer who

protested official corruption

“The public security organs have

primary responsibility for the man-

agement and treatment of [those]

who pose a relatively grave threat

to social order, [including] … per-

sons who shout reactionary slo-

gans, or who post or distribute

reactionary banners, and leaflets,

thereby exerting an undesirable

political influence.”

—Police Encyclopedia
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to be deemed criminally insane and thus

candidates for Ankang. Instead, they are

more apt to be put in an “involuntary civil

commitment” program, and placed in nor-

mal institutions for the non-criminal men-

tally ill. Most of these are run by the

ministry of public health and a small num-

ber by the ministry of civil affairs. The

reliance of the authorities on this method

of handling “patients” should not be attrib-

uted to lenience, however, but rather on the

limited capacity of the Ankang system; in

1993 China’s mental institutions had

90,000 beds, of which only 9,072 were in

the Ankang system. Although the “civil”

institutions are less secretive, they are no

less arbitrary. Again, the police have a com-

pletely free hand; the courts will not enter-

tain lawsuits on the part of anyone

unlawfully committed.

In some of the political cases Munro

studied, there was not even any medical or

psychiatric evaluation of the “patients.”

Still, diagnoses are bandied about. Aside

from the “paranoid psychosis” that suppos-

edly afflicted Wang Wanxing (found later to

be perfectly normal after he gained asylum

in Germany), people are said to be suffering

from such maladies as “political paranoia,”

“political monomania,” “paranoid psy-

chosis,” and (for those who would resort to

the legal process for redress of wrongs) “lit-

igation mania.” Obviously, we here are in

the realm of pseudo-science.

While the incarceration of political dissi-

dents and whistle blowers is certainly worri-

some, we should bear in mind that

non-dissident inmates have rights as well.

There is a shocking frequency of patients

who die in these institutions under the

most puzzling of circumstances. Also worri-

some is the revival of psychosurgery in

China, previously performed in the 1950s,

but then abandoned until the mid-1980s. It

is now being carried out even in cases of

mere impulsive behavior. Although psy-

chosurgery is sometimes performed in

Western countries, it is very rare and car-

ried out only under appropriate circum-

stances; it simply presents too many

ethical problems and social implications.

The UN’s 1991 “Principles for the Protec-

tion of Persons with Mental Illness”

expressly proscribe psychosurgery for any-

one “who is an involuntary patient in a

mental health facility.”

In his conclusion, Munro raises the

question of why regimes like the Soviet

Union and the Chinese Communists resort

to psychiatric confinement of political dissi-

dents, and advances the interesting theory

that it may be a feature of mature, post-

totalitarian systems seeking to reduce

reliance on crude measures of permanently

removing dissidents from the scene. He

suggests that such regimes, while moving

toward something that looks like rule of law

(with fixed terms for the specific offenses)

still want to keep a more easily applied

sanction in reserve—and for everyone to

know it. “A potential Chinese dissident or

religious nonconformist may be prepared to

face imprisonment for his or her beliefs, but

indefinite psychiatric custody is probably

quite another matter,” Munro observes.

“The dissident’s fear of being branded men-

tally ill and condemned to a lunatic asylum

serves as a more subtly powerful deterrent

to any further oppositional belief or activity,

while the reforming government, for its part,

can rest satisfied in the belief that it is act-

ing more humanely and scientifically than

its unreconstructed predecessor ever did.”

Is there any hope for reform? In the

book’s final pages Munro does find a few

straws to grasp. The Chinese media have

started publishing accounts of psychiatric

abuse. Some in the legal and psychiatric

community seem to be waking up to their

professional responsibilities. A few locali-

ties, including Shanghai, have adopted

codes of ethics for forensic evaluators.

Nationally, there have been calls for getting

on with the adoption of mental health legis-

lation, and in particular having the judiciary

authorize involuntary commitments on

mental grounds. Concludes Munro, “One

lark does not a summer make, but there

seemed to be more than a hint of spring-

like activity in the air within China’s legal

psychiatric domain as the final full stop was

being put to this book.” One hopes that this

is a trend.

Excavating Truth in China

A review of Media Control in China

(Wusuo Zhongguo)

He Qinglian

Li Ming Cultural Enterprises (Taiwan),

May 2006

462 pages, NT$450

English edition:

The Fog of Censorship: Media Control

in China

Human Rights in China, March 2007

(forthcoming)

300 pages, $13.95

BY WU GUOGUANG

A real world beyond reality:

Researching the mass media and China

There is virtually universal agreement on

the mass media’s role in today’s world: pro-

viding accurate reporting of what has hap-

pened at home and abroad, and enabling

the populace to understand how and why.

However, there remains a strange type of

media that aims to cover up the truth and

to hinder people’s ability to understand

what is really happening around the world;

or to put it more precisely, this kind of

media tries to rearrange events based

upon its own needs, molding a world that

looks “real” but is actually not—a “super-

real” world beyond real life. Careful atten-

tion can go into crafting the details of this

imaginary world, yet its fragmentary founda-

tion leaves it perpetually misshaped and

distorted. While those dwelling in such a

surreal realm of information may believe

that they know and understand everything,

they have actually been blinded, deceived

and molded by such a media system. It is

one of the greatest mockeries and

tragedies imaginable for mankind in our

present “information age.”

What type of power could “rearrange”

our world through the media, and what

needs could drive them to do so? Perhaps

an even more pressing question would be:
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how do such media operate? Behind this

latter question is one of the first truths to

be concealed, for otherwise all of their

“molding” would be to no avail. Theoreti-

cally, any media body could, either know-

ingly or unknowingly, become a source of

misinformation, because we, as humans,

remain perpetually bound by our own sub-

jectivity, and our ability to comprehend and

report events around us remains limited,

despite the improvements brought by

human progress, including recent techno-

logical developments. However, so long as

there is open access to information and

alternative media sources are able to com-

pete freely among themselves, such a situ-

ation can be easily remedied. Essentially, a

free and diverse media will naturally tend to

hinder the creation of spheres of misinfor-

mation, while a monopolized media operat-

ing within a despotic system will naturally

tend to drift “beyond reality.” The Chinese

media, under the control of the Chinese

Communist Party, stand at the pinnacle of

the latter type of media.

He Qinglian’s book on this topic,Media

Control in China,1 breaks new ground in

both Chinese media research and China

studies as a general field. The value of this

work is the result of its diligent probing of

what I call a “three-layered recovery of the

truth”: The first of the excavations targets

the Chinese media’s portrayal of China, as

He Qinglian employs textual analysis and

epistemology to contrast Chinese media

reports with reality, unearthing and recover-

ing the truth about China’s current situation

from its distortions in the media. The sec-

ond targets the exercise of control over the

Chinese media, as He Qinglian employs

media operations studies and institutional

theory to grasp and reveal the truth about

the Chinese party-state’s mechanisms of

media control. The third targets the contin-

uing political nature of the Chinese media

amidst economic reforms, as He Qinglian

employs development theories and political

economic analysis to explore and restore

the truth about how, in the current social

and economic environment, the Chinese

party-state continues to exercise, and even

strengthen, their control and manipulation

of the mass media.

A project macroscopic in its breadth yet

also painstakingly detailed in its research,

this book brings China back from its media-

produced world “beyond reality” to the real

world, while also bringing the Chinese

media itself back from the world “beyond

reality” imagined in certain other media

research projects.

Who knows the truth about China? From

the Chinese masses to foreign experts

In format, content, styles and technology,

today’s media are characterized by diversity,

but standards of quality remain quite sim-

ple, namely: is the populace able to obtain,

as fully as possible, the knowledge and

understanding of public affairs of greatest

concern to them through the information

provided by the media? This same funda-

mental question applies to the Chinese

media. Let us take, as an example, politics:

The leaders of the Chinese Communist

Party always go on about “emphasizing poli-

tics,” the Chinese media have been

required to do the same, and at the same

time, Chinese Internet users have also dis-

played an increasing zeal for political

issues. Having said this, can China’s media

(including the Internet) provide the informa-

tion necessary to know and understand

what is happening in the world of Chinese

politics? Even though the meetings and

travels of China’s top leaders receive prior-

ity media coverage on a daily basis, how

much do media consumers actually learn

about how these meetings are conducted,

and why these trips are undertaken?

This is, of course, a very superficial

example. On a more basic level, we may

consider the everyday concerns of ordinary

Chinese citizens: Can they obtain the nec-

essary information through the mass

media on how local welfare funds are used,

how the decision to build a road is made,

why their child’s school is short on funding,

or even much more concrete issues, such

as whether or not an explosion occurred in

their city the day before, and if so, why? Do

the Chinese media provide Chinese citizens

with sufficient (or if not sufficient, at least

partial) information to understand these

issues and events?

He Qinglian’s penetrating analysis of the

Chinese media system starts precisely from

this question. She begins by discussing

how non-Chinese are unable to gain a true

understanding of China through the Chinese

media, but she also covers Chinese citi-

zens’ similar inability to understand their

own country (as well as the world) through

their media. Because the Chinese media

have failed to fulfill their proper informative

role, the Chinese people’s understanding of

their own country is left to be shaped by

individual experience and hearsay, quite

often resulting in a blurred and hazy picture

devoid of in-depth rational thinking, or even

a sufficient base in reality.

Even more ridiculous, as well as tragic,

is the fact that Chinese citizens’ under-

standing of particular events, such as the

Korean War, Lin Biao’s attempted defection,

the three years of famine during the Great

Leap Forward, and occurrences of cannibal-

ism in the Cultural Revolution, actually lags

far behind the level of understanding else-

where in the world. Most citizens even lack

a firm understanding of more recent

events, such as the protests in Shantou,

the spread of HIV in Henan, the shake-up

among government officials in Shanghai

and the rise in cooking oil prices due to

droughts in Eastern China, unless they are

lucky enough to have access to the interna-

tional media. Essentially, attempting to

understand China or the world solely

through the Chinese media could be char-

acterized as the equivalent of being simul-

taneously struck both blind and deaf.

It therefore comes as no surprise that

there is no branch of scholarship within

China dedicated to “China studies.” With-

out even beginning to consider all of the

restrictions in place, how could one con-

duct research without fact-based informa-

tion? Even if the government opts to

deceive itself and others by claiming that

China has entered a supposed “age of

prosperity,” there is no denying that it

remains terrified of the simple prospect of

its citizens researching their own country.

Of course, the government is also less

than excited by the prospect of foreigners

researching China; otherwise how could we

explain the fact that millions of books are

published in China every year, including

many translations from all around the

world, and yet not even a single American

university textbook on Chinese politics has

ever been translated and published in

China? Of course, the Chinese government

has no control over international research

on China, but this does not mean it is not

trying to influence such research. The Chi-

nese media’s slanted, distorted, incom-

plete and deceptive reporting is a key

component of these efforts. Once one

researcher’s work is affected by these
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efforts and begins to meet the tastes of

the Chinese government, the authorities

can then utilize this “correct” research to

further deceive the people of China. As

China’s power continues to expand and its

exchanges with the rest of the world con-

tinue to broaden, such a cyclical trend of

deception is becoming increasingly clear.

This disturbing trend explains He Qinglian’s

emphasis on the fact that foreigners can-

not attain a true understanding of China

through the Chinese media.

Whose puppet is the media?

How did China’s media reach their present

state? The roots of the current situation lie

in the Chinese Communist Party and gov-

ernment’s control and monopolization of

the media, which is the central theme of

Media Control in China. He Qinglian dedi-

cates the core of her book to revealing the

mechanisms, means and methods by

which such control is exercised. Behind

this elaborate system and its methodolo-

gies lies a set of supporting theories con-

structed by the Party. A brief overview of

these theories and an examination of their

implications can help us to better under-

stand He Qinglian’s work.

First let’s look at the so-called theory of

“media-as-mouthpiece.” This is the Chinese

Communist Party’s fundamental thinking on

the role of the mass media. And whose

mouthpiece shall the media be? Of course,

none other than the Party’s! In their minds, a

nation can only have one Party, and thus can

only have one voice. Under the guidance of

this so-called “theory,” the freedom of

speech and freedom of the press promised

in the PRC Constitution amount to nothing

more than freedom of speech and freedom

of the press for China’s only party.

In the second chapter ofMedia Control in

China, He Qinglian meticulously reviews this

theory of “media-as mouthpiece,” employing

institutional analysis to dissect the relation-

ship between the “mouthpiece” and its

“body,” the Party and the government. One

point worth emphasizing is that, despite the

Party’s supposed dedication to “advancing

with the times,” the idea of “media-as-

mouthpiece” is far from a thing of the past;

in fact, the Party views this theory as a cher-

ished tradition that it remains determined to

carry forward. Around the time of the 16th

Party Congress in 2002, senior propaganda

officials assembled and publicized what they

called “Jiang’s Zemin’s thoughts on the

news media,” with the first point among

many emphasizing that the media were to

remain the Party’s mouthpiece.

The Chinese media’s designated role as

the voice of the Party is a fundamental truth

that must be grasped before delving deeper

into this topic. However, the theory of

“media-as-mouthpiece” also directly implies

another fundamental principle: that the Chi-

nese media are incapable of reporting facts

objectively. The media are essentially the

tongue of the Party, and just like anyone

else’s tongue, they have no cognitive func-

tions of their own, and are capable of

expressing only what they have been com-

manded to express. The Party does not

expect the media to “allow the populace to

fully understand events that have occurred”

like other media around the world, asking

only that the media be capable of communi-

cating the Party’s point of view. This demon-

strates the importance of propaganda in the

eyes of the CCP, while also indicating that it

considers the mass media to be nothing

more than another “tool of propaganda.”

Now, obviously, if your primary role is to

promote my views, you are naturally under

my control – thus, the distortion of objective

reality and the exercise of strict political

control go hand in hand. Any media subject

to political control will be sure to twist facts,

and if one peers behind a report that twists

facts, one will be certain to find the exercise

of political control: these two trends are

woven together and elaborated perfectly in

the theory of “media-as-mouthpiece.”

Yet another media theory, borne of the

Party’s experience suppressing the demon-

strations in Beijing in 1989, is that of

“media-as-guide.” According to this theory,

the media are not meant to be a channel

through which people can obtain informa-

tion to provide an objective understanding

of the world around them, but are instead

more like a classroom in which the public is

instilled with certain subjective values

through repeated drilling, or, at the most,

through the subjective interpretation and

reconstruction of objective reality. Who,

may we ask, is to serve as the “guide” in

this arrangement? Without a doubt, the

answer is the Party. Are you interested in

pursuing the truth? Sorry, but the Party

regrets to inform you that there is no pure

“truth” in this world; or shall we say that

only the Party itself knows the truth?

In this realm “beyond reality,” the fact

that you have seen something with your own

eyes does not necessarily make it real. For

example, all of the Communist Party offi-

cials that you know may be corrupt, but the

Party will tell you that what you have seen

and experienced is only a small slice of real-

ity: The broader reality is that all of the offi-

cials that you have never seen are

completely clean; and even if they were by

chance corrupt, this would be nothing more

than a minor and transient phenomenon.

The Party’s essential nature, its mainstream

and its long-term path of development will

always succeed in overcoming corruption in

the end. In fact, following this line of

thought further, the more crooked that Party

officials are, the more triumphant the Party

is imagined to be, as it engages in its

valiant and undoubtedly victorious struggle

against the grave affliction of corruption.

Clearly, what the Party refers to as

“guiding” public opinion is nothing more

than a distortion of reality, a point that is

described and analyzed quite incisively in

Media Control in China. In the end, we find

that the idea of “media-as-guide” is no dif-

ferent from the idea of “media-as-mouth-

piece,” as both serve solely to justify the

Party’s two-point vision for the media: first,

the media must present the populace with

a portrayal of the world that has been

edited in accordance with the Party’s

wishes and needs; second, the Party must

exercise strict control over the media in a

broad range of fields, extending from media

human resources and financing to daily

operations.

These two points summarize the Chi-

nese Communist Party’s vision of the

media, and also tell us how the Chinese

media actually works. While the Party is of

course always “correct,” reality unfortu-

nately often fails to meet their standards of

correctness; thus, it is necessary for the

media to twist facts until they become “cor-

rect,” with the Party exercising the strict

control necessary to ensure that such “cor-

rectness” will always be attained. Essen-

tially, the media are the puppets of the

Party, while reality itself becomes the pup-

pet of the Party and its media.

Have market reforms changed the

Chinese media?

It is true that both China and its media

have undergone massive changes over
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more than two decades of economic reform

and opening to the world. In the Western

world, the market is often synonymous with

freedom, and as a result, there is a wide-

spread assumption that 20 years of market

reform have already made China much freer

than it was in the past. The Chinese mass

media are thus also assumed to be much

freer, and their reports more credible. But

have economic reforms really weakened or

even begun to loosen the Chinese Commu-

nist Party’s control of the media? Have

media reports about China and the world

progressed and found a sounder basis in

reality? Answering these questions is also

a primary focus of He Qinglian’s research.

In the field of Chinese media studies,

researchers have reached two fundamental

conclusions regarding the effects of market

reforms on the Chinese Communist Party

and government’s control of the media: On

the one hand, Chinese media workers are

engaged in an unrelenting struggle for

greater freedom, striving to break free, at

least partially, from the political controls

exercised upon them. The transformation

of China’s society and economy through

reforms has provided new social spaces

and resources for such resistance. Yet on

the other hand, the Chinese Communist

Party and government continue doing all

that they can to strengthen, refine, central-

ize and perfect their control of the media,

and continue to use any and all resources

available in their efforts. In fact, one could

say that the new resources, opportunities

and methods made available by economic

reforms might actually make it easier for

the Party and government to update,

enhance and even expand their political

control of the media.

One point that needs to be particularly

emphasized is that the two contending

trends of resistance and control have not

even come close to attaining any sort of

balance in the course of the Chinese

media’s development. In terms of political

institutions, enhanced control has clearly

become the dominant trend. This political

institutional framework, more than anything

else, defines the state of the media and its

performance, and inhibits the rise and

development of resistance. In terms of

institutional development, these two trends

of resistance and control are not even

really contradictory; rather, they are supple-

mentary, and must be examined together. If

you were to focus solely on the trend of

resistance, you might conclude that the

Chinese media are primarily engaged in a

struggle to achieve freer, more independent

and more professional reporting, and that

control by the machinery of the party-state

has been marginalized and limited, and is

moving towards or has already reached a

state of inefficacy. In this case, you would

be ignoring the other trend of enhanced

control, and this slight difference in focus

would lead you away from reality to reach

the most absurd of conclusions.

Conclusion

He Qinglian is not only a prominent econo-

mist with extensive experience in the Chi-

nese media, but also a rare independent

intellectual who has adhered to the ideals

of critical thinking and a moral conscience.

She has now delved into the field of media

research, and Media Control in China is the

result. Making use of a wealth of research

materials combined with profound and inci-

sive analysis, He Qinglian’s work has man-

aged to restore three key truths about the

Chinese media: 1) the truth about the cur-

rent state of affairs in China, which has

been hidden behind the media’s deceptive

reporting; 2) the truth about the Chinese

media’s operations and the strict control

exercised by the communist party-state,

which has been hidden behind claims of a

“free” media; and 3) the truth that the Chi-

nese media, even in the midst of China’s

economic transition, continue to serve as

the mouthpiece of the party-state.

By restoring these fundamental truths,

He Qinglian has made a far-reaching and

exceptional contribution not only to Chi-

nese media research but also to the field of

China studies in general. First, this volume

provides an in-depth, meticulous, and per-

suasive exploration and description of the

Party-state’s media control system and its

operations, filling in an effective vacuum,

not only in Chinese media research but

also in studies of China under reform. He

Qinglian has essentially opened a window

for us, shedding light upon the secret

manipulations occurring out of our sight

and providing us with a chance to attain a

clearer understanding of many aspects of

China, including its media and politics, and

even its society and economy.

Second, this work provides a systematic

delineation of the current environment in

the Chinese media after more than two

decades of economic reform, composing a

detailed, dynamic and realistic macro-level

outline of the system by tracing the rela-

tionship between the media and the party-

state. This macro-plan provides a basic

framework through which we can better

understand a number of phenomena wit-

nessed over the years in the Chinese

media, from development to decay, from

times of change to times of retreat, from

resistance to suppression, and from

greater openness to enhanced control.

Third,Media Control in China should

serve as a wake-up call, leading us to

reflect on how the academic field of China

studies can probe the truth about China

more deeply, and even how the general pub-

lic and public opinion can attain a better

grasp of the truth about China. He

Qinglian’s work could potentially have such

a great impact as to overturn a wide range

of seemingly plausible but fundamentally

fallacious judgments about China’s current

state of affairs that have been shaped by

Chinese media reports and official Chinese

propaganda.

Obviously, regardless of its depth or

richness, no single book could exhaust an

entire academic field. This is particularly

true for Chinese media research, a topic

brimming with vitality and potential. Addi-

tionally, the issue of how to go about under-

standing China, which He Qinglian ponders

in this work, is a question with profound

implications, and as a result of the rapid

and broad-reaching changes occurring

throughout the country, it remains an

immense challenge to our cognitive and

intellectual capabilities. Media Control in

China presents us with a direction for

future research that is at once endowed

with great potential while also being capa-

ble of arousing our intellectual energies.

Follow-up research could ideally expand

upon and provide a more in-depth analysis

of the topics covered in this project. For

example, He Qinglian provides a cutting

analysis of the “media reform measures”

implemented by the Chinese Communist

Party, exposing the hollowness of these so-

called reforms; and yet these “reforms”

continue to be unveiled with new looks and

new packaging, allowing the party-state and

its propaganda machinery to constantly

repeat and refresh their claims that the Chi-

nese media are “making continual
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progress” and are “much freer than

before.” Future research could keep close

track of the latest “reforms,” investigating

the processes and forces behind these

developments, as well as their implications

for the media’s development. Such

research could also explore more broadly

how the party-state, with its monopoly on

power, is capable of continually attaining

ever greater refinement in its exercise of

absolute control, clearly an issue with sig-

nificant implications.

Another topic for further exploration

would be the working environment of inter-

national correspondents within China, a

topic given close attention in Media Control

in China. As China is drawn ever further into

globalization, its interactions with the world

grow ever deeper and more complex; as

global trends make it increasingly difficult

for China to refuse at least a limited

amount of international investment in its

media industry, some so-called joint ven-

ture media bodies are gradually beginning

to appear (He Qinglian has an entire chap-

ter exploring this phenomenon); and as

China’s economic strength continues to

grow, the Chinese party-state’s ability to

infiltrate and expand into overseas media

continues to grow correspondingly. While

its sights may be initially set on interna-

tional Chinese-language media, its aspira-

tions do not stop there: a new media-control

machine for the Chinese party-state under

globalization is materializing before us, with

a completely new and expanded scope,

strength, and skills. Any one of its many

control mechanisms could easily qualify as

a new academic frontier awaiting further

exploration.

Finally, another topic with great poten-

tial would be the continual development of

new Internet technologies and their expan-

sion throughout China. The resulting

spread of information across borders and

its effects have just begun to be felt. He

Qinglian has two chapters dedicated to dis-

cussing these developments, but this is a

particularly broad topic worthy of a book of

its own.

In conclusion,Media Control in China is a

piece of brilliant scholarship, but this does

not mean that the topics He Qinglian has

explored would not benefit from further

investigation. On the contrary, this book

could open up a variety of new research

fields, directions and quandaries for further

exploration: and this is, after all, precisely

what a groundbreaking work such asMedia

Control in China is supposed to do.

Translated by Kevin Carrico

The longer Chinese version of this article

was published in Modern China Studies,

No. 4, 2006, http://www.chinayj.net/

StubArticle.asp?issue=060405&total=95

<http://www.chinayj.net/StubArticle.asp?

issue=060405&amp;total=95> .

NOTE
1. Wusuo Zhongguo is an updated and expanded

version of Media Control in China (Zhongguo

zhengfu yuhe kongzhi meiti), which was pub-

lished by Human Rights in China in August

2003.

Books in Brief

The Global Workplace:

International and Comparative Employ-

ment Law—Cases and Materials

Roger Blanpain, Susan Bisom-Rapp,

William R. Corbett, Hilary K. Josephs,

Michael J. Zimmer

Cambridge University Press

2007, no price given

This casebook uses globalization as the

backdrop to its examination of labor and

employment law in nine countries—the

U.S., Canada, Mexico, the UK, Germany,

France, China, Japan and India. The section

on China, by Syracuse University’s Hilary K.

Josephs, includes an article originally pub-

lished in China Rights Forum, “The WTO and

Chinese Labor Rights.”

Power Shift: China and Asia’s New Dynam-

ics

David Shambaugh, ed.

University of California Press

2006, $60 (hardcover), $24.95 (paper-

back)

A broad range of international experts and

scholars examine China’s growing eco-

nomic and political influence and its impact

on regional security. In their analysis of

China’s regional strategy, they present a

picture of China at the center of an increas-

ingly interdependent web of Asian states

and non-state actors.

Resource List:
China and the World

COMPILED BY JOVY CHAN, CLIFF IP

AND WING LAM WITH SI-SI LIU

This resource list provides a brief directory

of information related to China’s interna-

tional diplomacy and its human rights impli-

cations, arranged by region: Africa, Asia,

Europe, North America and South America.

For some regions, the list is subdivided into

categories including: Web Resources, online

information from NGOs and governments;

Books, recommended readings for further

in-depth analyses; and Articles and Reports,

opinions and findings from scholars, think

tanks and international organizations.

General Resources

Council on Foreign Relations

http://www.cfr.org/about/

English

This Web site includes transcripts of the

think-tank’s on-the-record meetings and

briefings, books by scholars, back-

grounders on a variety of issues, op-eds

and journal articles.

AccessMyLibrary

http://www.accessmylibrary.com

English

This free and resource-rich search engine

on bilateral ties covers more than 4,000

journals and newspapers worldwide. Its

archive contains more than 5,000 articles

related to China.

Bilaterals.org

http://www.bilaterals.org

English, German, French, Spanish, Dutch,

Portuguese

Bilaterals.org is a collective effort of infor-

mation sharing on bilateral free trade and

investment agreements. Its three main sec-

tions—news & analysis about specific

negotiations; analyses of key thematic

issues; and access to the texts of bilateral

treaties—all contain materials on China’s

bilateral ties with specific countries and

regional bodies.
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