
Cultural Reviews

MULTIMEDIA REVIEWS

Empowering Local Voices and
Building Virtual Communities

BY SHARON HOM

In the 1990’s when I was still traveling and

teaching each year in China, I had an

exchange with an American graduate stu-

dent who was working on a photojournalism

project down in Yunnan. Supported by

Kodak, the project distributed cameras and

free rolls of film to girls and women in vari-

ous villages to capture scenes of daily life.

After the film was developed, the girls and

women would sit in village circles and

explain why they took a particular photo-

graph or share the significance of that

moment. The foreign feedback on one of the

photos, of a wide field with a tiny figure in

the distance, was to suggest that next time

the photographer could zoom in and get a

close-up. The photographer was puzzled and

explained that she wanted to show how one

woman was responsible for harvesting that

huge expanse. Her picture was intentionally

not focused on the solitary human figure,

but on the larger frame of the arduous task

of harvesting, to make visible the labor that

made survival possible.

In the past decade, Chinese filmmakers,

writers and artists have attracted increas-

ing critical recognition in the international

community, garnering prestigious film

awards and a Nobel Prize for literature, and

mounting exhibitions in Europe and the

U.S. In 2005, the International Center of

Photography and the Asia Society pre-

sented “Between Past and Future: new

Photography and Video from China,”1 an

exhibition showing 130 works of video and

photography done by 60 mainland Chinese

artists, organized in four sections: “History

and Memory” and “Reimagining the Body,”

shown at the Asia Society; and “People and

Place” and “Performing the Self,” shown at

the International Center of Photography. 

According to the curators, the exhibition

sought to capture the “surprising complexity

of artistic reflection on the drastic metamor-

phosis underway in China.”2 Disappointingly,

the collective works reflected only a narrow

slice of the complex changes underway in

China, and were clearly already packaged for

export by Chinese artists with privileged

access to global art circuits, quoting West-

ern postmodernist critical theory and visual

vocabulary.

If Chinese villagers and farmers were

given cameras and video cameras, what

stories would they tell? What images would

they create? How are we (differently situ-

ated) to understand these glimpses into

diverse and changing Chinese realties?

Judging from the 10 diverse, inspiring and

engaging documentaries by amateur villager

filmmakers screened in March 2006 at

NYU’s Center for Religion and Media, they

could tell us a lot. Interested viewers in

China and elsewhere should keep their eyes

open for possible future broadcasts. These

documentaries deserve a wide audience.

Photography and video are both tech-

nologies that document, interpret and con-

tribute to re-imagining and thus reshaping

the worlds of both the artist and the viewer.

Both require a level of technical skill and

knowledge. With the rapid growth of the

Internet to more than 111 million online

netizens, the Chinese media projects

reviewed here provide interesting insights

into the power of putting traditional and

new technologies into the hands of ordinary

people, including those without access to

computers, or in some cases running water

or electricity. At the same time, these

media projects raise complex questions of

cultural and political mediation among tech-

nology, the material conditions that enable

both production and distribution, and the

perspectives and experiences of Chinese

people inside China and across diaspora. 

Our readers living in or passing through

New York will still be able to visit two of the

photography exhibitions over the coming

months: “The Virtual Salon: Chinese

Transnational Photographers in the Digital

Age” at the Museum of the Chinese in the

Americas (MoCA), running through Decem-

ber 30, 2000; and “Voices From South of

the Clouds” at the American Museum of

Natural History, running through January 2,

2007. 

The Virtual Salon: Chinese Transnational

Photographers in the Digital Age, running

through March 21, 2006–December 30,

2006, at the Museum of the Chinese in the

Americas (MoCA), 70 Mulberry Street, 2nd

Floor, New York, NY. www.moca-nyc.org.

Housed in an old stone public school

building that it shares with a Chinese dance

troupe and other arts organizations, MoCA

(originally the Chinatown History Museum)

has taken on a mission to reclaim, preserve

and interpret the history and culture of Chi-

nese and their descendants in the Western

Hemisphere. Over the years, it has helped

to create a community-based space for col-

lective memory, celebration and exploration

of shifting cultural identities. 

MoCA's presentation of the Virtual

Salon comes at an interesting time, both in

terms of its own institutional expansion

and in the context of broader cultural and

political interrogation of globalization

processes and impacts. This modest yet

powerful exhibit marks the New York debut

of the Chinese Artist Network (CAN)3 and

showcases four Chinese artists—Ma

Liang, Cheng (Felix) Tian, Wang Yishu, and

Xie Wen Yue. Searching for a new visual

language to express their visions and

debates about photography across national

borders, the artists present works that are

diverse in style, technique, viewpoint and

aesthetic point of view. At the same time,

an artistic integrity and grounded commit-

ment to technique and experimentation is

evident throughout the works.

Ma Liang, a prominent Shanghai film

director, stages his playful, striking images

like a “visual fairytale raconteur” invoking

an urban circus, a dream of Tibet, a famous

Chinese general from ancient Chinese his-

tory, a human target practice, or stairways

leading off the frame. Who are these

people? What is the stuffed tiger thinking?

Where are the people going on those disap-

pearing stairways? Is the reclining monk

sleeping under the luminous sky, or is he

dreaming the one walking homewards

towards the monastery in the distance?

In contrast, Wang Yishu, a popular photo-

journalist in Guangzhou who has refused to

join any official photography organization in

China, uses an instant camera to document

the fast-changing urban and rural life

through almost surreal juxtapositions—a

dense apartment complex with row upon

row of balconies and hanging laundry looms

over a solitary zebra standing in a concrete

zoo pen. In a series of prints entitled “Wait-

ing,” terra cotta soldiers line up on a yellow

dirt field; a long line of men stretches off

into the distance; a row of candy-striped

road markers extends across a desolate
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plain; a young man balances a ceramic pot

on his head before a row of willow trees as

a dog in the courtyard turns away, ignoring

the trick. Everything is waiting, balancing.

What are they waiting for? 

Xie Wen Yue, currently working at the

Beijing Art Archive Warehouse, erases time

and location in his black and white photo-

graphs documenting abandoned worksites.

His series “Long Long Ago” might be ask-

ing, where is the danwei, the disappearing

old work unit that allocated and provided

housing, healthcare and nurseries, or inter-

vened in family planning or family disputes?

Where are the millions of displaced work-

ers from the dismantled state-owned enter-

prises? These grainy, often industrial

landscapes evoke their absence and an

ambivalent nostalgia for another time, not

so long ago.

Felix Tian, born in Heilongjiang, immi-

grated to the United States in 1993, and

started to experiment with photography in

1997. His “Nostalgia” series, shot with

infra-red black and white film, produces

grainy high-contrast images—a lone figure

gazing toward a distant urban skyline;

another running towards the edge of the

horizon, an abandoned naked rubber doll in

the foreground; or someone sitting on a

bench in the shadow of tree, gazing

towards a city in the distance. These are

images suffused with deep longing for a

return, but to what? 

Traveling extensively across borders,

Felix Tian describes his culture shock in

Egypt, encountering for the first time a cul-

ture older than China’s. Broken pieces of

what must have been huge sculptures fill

a photograph with thousands of years of

lost history. Tian observes that “America

is really friendly to photography.” When I

asked him the perception of CAN’s work

inside China, he said, “Things are chang-

ing fast; it’s hard to control people’s

minds.”

Part of a generation that grew up during

the economic boom of the 80s, these pho-

tographers are asking, what are our roles as

Chinese artists with different and shared

connections to China? How are we to look
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“Life Just as the Dream,” photograph by Ma Liang courtesy of Museum of Chinese in the Americas.

 



at art? Exploiting the growing presence of

the Internet in China, these Chinese artists

are creating a virtual community linked by

these questions and their commitment to

exploring different answers. 

Photovoice: “Voices From South of the

Clouds,” running September 17,

2005–January 2, 2007, The American

Museum of Natural History’s Akeley Gallery,

Central Park West, New York, NY.

www.amnh.org/exhibitions/photo/voices/

Created and directed for six years by

Ann McBride while she was working for The

Nature Conservancy, Photovoice is a multi-

media project that links documentation via

photography and stories of everyday life in

China’s Yunnan Province to efforts aimed at

preserving natural and cultural resources.

As part of the Yunnan Great Rivers Project,

a collaborative effort between the Chinese

Government and The Nature Conservancy,

the Photovoice project distributed cameras

and one roll of film per month to Chinese

villagers and asked them to take pictures

of their lives. At the end of every month, the

film was developed and the photographers

recorded their accompanying stories. Since

2001, the project has produced more than

50,000 images and 15,000 stories.

Curated by Laurel Kendall, curator for

the museum’s Division of Anthropology, and

Eleanor J. Sterling, director of the

museum’s Center for Biodiversity and Con-

servation, the “Voices from South of the

Clouds” exhibit presents more than 30

color photographs depicting everyday activi-

ties—harvesting crops, herding cattle, mak-

ing music, weaving blankets, funerals,

weddings.4 However, the Museum’s public-

ity language (“enthralling color photo-

graphs,” “rich cultures and religions,”

“striking natural diversity of their surround-

ings,” “lush surroundings”) reflects ves-

tiges of an anthropological tendency to view

local communities with exotic romanticism. 

The color photographs, such as Hong

Zhengyou’s “Offering Prayers to the God of

Earth,” are indeed beautiful, with a kind of

National Geographic clarity that captures a

moment of another culture and place on

this planet. But listen carefully to the

voices speaking for their own images.

Describing a photo of a snowy morning,

Nan Jie, a 19-year-old Tibetan, explains: “I

just want to tell people through the picture

that the Tibetan way of life is still very hard,

and even in wintertime we have to go out to

get milk.” 

Filming their own stories: The Village

Video Documentary Project

Villagers’ Documentary Films (Produced

and curated by Wu Wenguang, coordinated

by Jian Yi, 2005, 1:39 min); “Seen and

Heard” (Directed by Jian Yi, Curated and

produced by Wu Wenguang, 2006, 60 min-

utes), Screened at Ethical Direction: The

Village Video Documentary Project with Wu

Wenguang, March 24, 2006, presented by

NYU’s Centers for Religion and Media, and

Media, Culture and History. 

In 1988, to help maintain social and

political order amidst major economic

reforms, the Chinese government introduced

direct village elections. Today, elections

occur in some 700,000 villages across

China, reaching 75 percent of the nation’s

1.3 billion people. Chinese regulations state

that villagers must be given a choice of at

least one more candidate than there are

seats on the village committee. Residents

also elect a village committee head and a

village representative assembly, which con-

sists of representatives of small groups. 

With support from the EU government,

the Village Video Documentary Project pro-

vided an opportunity to look at village elec-

tions through the eyes of villagers from all

over China. Ten men and women ranging in

age from 25 to 59 were chosen through a

national contest advertised in Southern

Weekly and other newspapers. Most of

them doubted the contest was a legitimate

offer, but entered their essays anyway. Free

cameras and equipment? A five-day training

session in Beijing with all expenses paid?

Who ever heard of such a thing? Warned by

friends that it might be a human trafficking

plot, one ruddy-faced man cheerfully

declared that in any case, he wouldn’t bring

too high a price and had nothing to lose.

“Seen and Heard” captures the humor,

diverse personalities and thoughtful

insights and reflections of the participants

throughout the process of selection,

through the five-day training in Beijing and

the shooting of their documentaries. The

group included young and old farmers, a

freelance writer, villagers who had moved to

towns, a village Party chairman and one

ethnic Tibetan woman living in Yunnan.

Under the patient, no-nonsense direction of

their trainers, they learned how to focus,

zoom, track and practice shooting each

other or themselves with some initial shy-

ness and awkward laughter. Common to the

whole group was a clear sense of curiosity

and a willingness to explore new ground.

Returning to their villages, cameras in

hand, they filmed village meetings, elec-

tions, domestic disputes, local disputes

over land distribution, the closing of a

quarry, complaints to local officials about

an unsafe elementary school, collapsed

bridges or walls, the terrified squealing of a

pig being dragged off to slaughter, and a

visit to a spirit mountain. In their first

encounter with this strange technology,

their neighbors peer into the camera lens

and children’s laughing faces loom in close-

up, exclaiming as they see themselves in

the viewfinder—it’s a monster from a magi-

cal world! We’re all inside! 

Conscious of the camera’s eye and their

neighbors turned amateur filmmakers, vil-

lagers vote for local representatives, some-

times arguing about how to select and

narrow down the candidates, or appear to

be voting for the first time as they file past

a black slate with the candidates’ names

listed and vote by depositing beans into

bowls beneath each name. One man care-

fully sets up a tripod to film the moment of

his own vote, and proudly films—with

retakes—his filling out of the ballot, and

depositing it in a cardboard box held by an

almost toothless villager. 

In the discussion that followed the NYU

screening, one person asked whether and

how these documentaries might have been

mediated through the editing and produc-

tion process by the professional director

and photographer. Yes, professional inter-

vention and facilitation is evident in the

clean 10-minute final shorts, but what I take

away is this: when asked if the project had

affected his life and how, one older farmer

answered, “Yes, I want to tell stories.” When

asked which ones, he replies, “All the sto-

ries. All the stories worth telling.”

NOTES
1. Running from June 11–September 5, 2004,

curated by Wu Hung, consulting curator at the

David and Alfred Smart Museum of Art, Uni-

versity of Chicago; and Christopher Phillips,

curator at the International Center of Photog-

raphy. 

2. International Center of Photography: http://

museum.icp.org/museum/exhibitions/china/

home.html.
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3. www.chineseartistnetwork.com,info@chinese

artistnetwork.com.

4. The Nature Conservancy: http://www.

nature.org/wherewework/northamerica/

states/newyork/events/events3339.html.

BOOK REVIEWS

The Coming Implosion

A Review of China’s Trapped Transition: 

The Limits of Developmental Autocracy

Minxin Pei

Harvard University Press, March 2006

306 pages, $45

BY ROGER GARSIDE

“What China has now is

the worst form of capital-

ism. Western capitalism

in its early phase was

also bad, but it could

become gradually more

progressive. But the

worst form of capitalism

in China today is incapable of becoming

more progressive.” Whose words are

these? A Chinese dissident’s? An American

neo-con’s? No: they were uttered by Zhao

Ziyang, General Secretary of the Communist

Party of China, who was dismissed in 1989

because he was open to political reform.

Minxin Pei quotes these words as a power-

ful illustration of his thesis in China’s

Trapped Transition.

Pei, director of the China program at the

Carnegie Endowment for International

Peace, argues his thesis in 215 pages of

cogent prose, supported with a wealth of

facts, most of them published by official

mainland Chinese sources. This book lays

strong claim to be rated the definitive

assessment of the current state and future

prospects of China’s “movement from total-

itarian tyranny to a system more humane,”

to use the phrase with which I ended

another book at the launch of this transi-

tion 25 years ago.

The message of this bold, powerful and

somber book should be heeded by anyone

with a serious interest in China, and shake

the complacency of all who blithely assume

that China’s economic progress will lead to

a smooth democratic transition.

Too many influential people in the West

ascribe the current Chinese leadership’s

refusal to engage in political reform to igno-

rance of what is best for their country, or to

authoritarian instincts that will eventually

be cured by peaceful enlightenment. Pei

shows that the Chinese leadership knows

what it is doing and why. Its formula of eco-

nomic but not political reform is a hard-

headed strategy for political survival and

personal enrichment. If that were all Pei

had to say, it would be true but not new. 

The nub of his thesis is that the Com-

munist Party of China, like most other

autocracies, relies not only on coercion but

also on support from key constituencies

garnered through a vast system of eco-

nomic and political patronage that would be

destroyed by political reform. The current

status quo results not only in stultified

political development, but also in increased

social tension, and ultimately in economic

malaise as well, because the regime’s sur-

vival would be endangered by the thorough

market-oriented reforms needed for long-

term sustainable growth. Weaknesses that

threaten the economic system, but are still

masked from the public, will not be cured,

leading to a decline in the present spectac-

ular rate of economic growth.

Building on landmark studies published

by the American scholars Nicholas Lardy

and Edward Stein a decade ago and never

convincingly refuted, Pei examines the prac-

tical exercise of the patronage system in

the critical banking, telecoms and grain pro-

curement sectors. In all of these, Pei finds,

reform has been “partial, compromised

and ineffective.” Pei warns that “the mas-

sive build-up of financial deficits in these

sectors has greatly raised the systemic

risks in the economy as a whole.”

The state can be not only a “helping

hand,” but also a “grabbing hand”—a pred-

ator feeding off the society it rules. Corrup-

tion is not just an inevitable consequence

of the lack of democratic accountability: it

is essential to the patronage system. In the

long run it will undermine the regime, but in

the short-term it buys the support of power-

ful officials at the middle and lower levels

of government.

The Chinese state has transformed

many of its senior officials into “roving ban-

dits,” and official studies indicate the scale

of predation. In 2003, for example, the

National Audit Administration audited

36,000 cadres—a very small proportion of

the total of tens of millions—and discov-

ered that 67 billion yuan ($8.24 billion) had

been misused. Chinese economists esti-

mated that capital flight—a euphemism for

the transfer of illicit funds from China to off-

shore accounts—averaged $17.7 billion

between 1997 and 1999.

A key feature of Pei’s analysis is the

observation that in China official predation

has been decentralized. “Some local gov-

ernments have been practically subverted

into collective illegal economic enterprises”

as local party bosses have effectively priva-

tized the state’s authority and engage in

widespread collusive corruption. Hard and

soft mafia states have formed in Chinese

provinces, in which party secretaries, mag-

istrates and police chiefs collude with crimi-

nal gangs in smuggling, collective

bribe-taking and illegal property deals. 

In this “decentralized predatory state,”

Chinese regional bosses are not only free

from democratic accountability but also—

to a high degree—from central control. Pei

shows that even if the central leadership

wanted to eradicate corruption, the process

of decentralized predation has rendered it

virtually powerless to do so. 

Pei observes that ordinary Chinese citi-

zens have little recourse for redressing

grievances. The official petition system,

which ostensibly enables aggrieved individ-

uals to seek intervention by higher officials,

has broken down, and only two in 1,000

petitions actually lead to some kind of reso-

lution. Chinese courts offer little judicial

relief; they accept only about 90,000 law-

suits against local authorities each year,

and rule against the government in less

than 25 percent of the cases. More than

90 percent of officials caught for corruption

escape criminal prosecution.

The regime pays lip-service to the rule

of law while failing to effectively address

the problems of politicized courts and lack

of judicial independence, described in

detail by a study commissioned by the

Supreme People’s Court itself. According to

Pei’s thesis, it would be naïve to expect

effective action from a regime whose sup-

porters are the primary beneficiaries of this

flawed system. 

Foreigners tend to assume that China’s

central government exercises strong con-

trol over the economy, but closer examina-

tion shows the fiscal system in a different

light. Aggregate government expenditure
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averages 30 percent of GDP, a little lower

than the total of federal and state expendi-

ture in the U.S., and the central govern-

ment’s share in this expenditure has

declined in proportion to that of provincial

governments.

Likewise, outsiders tend to assume that

the prestige of the Chinese state is but-

tressed by strong public services. In fact,

the government’s modest public expenditure

greatly limits its capacity to provide educa-

tion, public health care, health and safety

regulation, and environmental protection. An

unelected government does not have the

political authority to increase taxes signifi-

cantly. The principle of “no taxation without

representation,” while not openly voiced in

China, is nonetheless effectively observed.

Economic reform without its political

counterpart has led to a situation in which

the agricultural and private sectors find the

Party, as distinct from the state, largely irrel-

evant to their day-to-day operations and

unrepresentative of their interests. The

Party’s own surveys show how far it has lost

its following and control in the countryside.

As for the cities, the Party had been able to

establish cells in only one percent of private

firms by 2000, and since no independent

labor unions are permitted, the Party’s posi-

tion among urban workers is as parlous as

among peasants and entrepreneurs.

Despite rising standards of living, offi-

cial statistics show a very substantial

increase in social tension, manifested in

the increase in “mass incidents” (sit-ins,

riots, strikes and demonstrations) from

around 10,000 events involving 730,000

participants in 1994 to 74,000 events

involving some 3.7 million individuals in

2004. The reality today is that among the

population at large the Party is at best tol-

erated (because its partial reforms have

brought economic growth) rather than sup-

ported, and its ability to control dissidents

now depends on the repressive apparatus

of the state.

Pei concludes that the negative effects

of the Party’s strategy “will hinder the devel-

opment of the infrastructures conducive to

a peaceful democratic transition. Regime

transition may still be possible, but such a

transition, when it comes, is more likely to

be tumultuous and disruptive.”

While this is indeed the most likely out-

come, the international community needs

to be prepared for a very different possibil-

ity, to which Pei gives too little considera-

tion. It is possible that the prospect of an

impending crisis may galvanize a group

within the top leadership to seize control,

with the backing of a part of the armed

forces, to initiate political as well as eco-

nomic reform. The scenario deserves more

detailed analysis than would be appropriate

here, but four points support its feasibility.

First, it is significant, as mentioned

above, that most of the reports and analy-

ses Pei uses to support his case are from

official Chinese documents, collected by

the Chinese University of Hong Kong, but

published in mainland China. These show

that while the Chinese elite may choose to

ignore the negative effects of their strategy,

they are aware of them. 

Second, the leaders must be equally

aware that in comparison with previous

crises, millions of their subjects are now

better informed of the state of the outside

world, of the nature of democratic systems,

of injustices at home and of the anachro-

nism of China’s autocracy.

Third, the fact that two reform-era Gen-

eral Secretaries, Hu Yaobang and Zhao

Ziyang, were sacked for proposing political

reform shows that the case for this reform

has been understood and advocated by

people at the very highest levels.

Reformists have lost the struggle twice, but

the outcome of another such attempt could

be different if the balance of forces has

changed—and internationally the balance

has changed dramatically since the last

struggle in 1989. When Zhao was dis-

missed, the Soviet Union still existed under

Communist Party rule; since then, the

Soviet Union and its empire have col-

lapsed, and the world’s remaining super-

power is a democracy committed to

promoting democracy around the world.

Fourth, there is a growing risk of a run

on the banking system that could provoke a

financial meltdown. While not a matter of

general public knowledge, this risk is no

secret to the top leadership, which is well

aware of its failure to remedy the underlying

causes of weakness in the banking system.

(In 2003, Standard & Poor’s estimated the

real ratio of non-performing loans in the

system to be 45 percent, more than double

the official figure). From January 1, 2007,

foreign banks will in principle be free to

undertake any kind of business anywhere

in China. They are not expected to rush into

nationwide expansion, but the time will

come when a significant share of deposi-

tors will have a choice between loss-making

state-owned Chinese banks and sound for-

eign banks. If at that point the inability of

domestic banks to meet their liabilities

were to become widely known inside China,

there might well be a bank run that could

cause the collapse of the financial system.

The measures needed to forestall this

situation are so tough that only a democrat-

ically elected government would dare to

undertake them. Alert to the impending

danger of financial collapse, a faction of the

top leadership might secure military (and

perhaps international) backing for a coup to

capture power and mobilize massive popu-

lar support by promising democratic

reform.

Such an operation, while fraught with

danger of domestic and international con-

flict, is by no means inconceivable. Some

Chinese leaders might well see it as prefer-

able to financial implosion, and calculate

that their own political (and financial) for-

tunes could be safeguarded by presenting

themselves as proponents of democracy.

That worked for Yeltsin and his supporters

in Russia, and it could work in China, with

perhaps a better outcome.

Strength in Diversity

A Review of The Chinese in Silicon Valley:

Globalization, Social Networks,

and Ethnic Identity

Bernard P. Wong 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2006

288 pages, $80 (hardback), $32.95

(paperback)

BY JENNIFER WALLING 

AND TINA NGUYEN

The Chinese in Silicon

Valley stakes its claim

as the first study of Chi-

nese high-tech profes-

sionals and their

participation in the local

and global economy.

The book integrates

information about the Chinese communi-

ties in Silicon Valley with their global activi-

ties and strategies for economic success,

to better understand how these diverse
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Chinese groups have established them-

selves in California. 

The author, a professor of anthropology

at San Francisco State University and an

expert in the subjects of entrepreneurship,

globalization and Chinese diaspora commu-

nities, makes the case that “transnational

migrants are “decision makers, doers,

shapers of their own destiny . . . capable of

developing a hybridized identity to adjust to

the world.” 

RESEARCHING MIGRATION 

AND ETHNIC IDENTITY

To support his conclusions, Wong makes

extensive use of primary sources: he inter-

viewed about 100 Chinese from Taiwan,

mainland China, Hong Kong and the

United States, including programmers,

CEOs, engineers and venture capitalists.

Other sources include a group of inform-

ants to check for accuracy and to assist in

analysis; written sources in Chinese and

English, such as newspapers, as well as

census, statistical and biographical data;

and oral and written life histories. Wong

conducted further research by visiting

high-tech companies that employ Chinese

and the offices of professional associa-

tions; he also attended professional meet-

ings, conventions, job fairs and social

activities such as dinner parties and 

weddings.

Wong’s research and analysis address

the following questions:

• What is the nature of the transnational

Chinese community in Silicon Valley?

• How do its members achieve success?

• How have globalization, localization and

the development of technology influ-

enced this group’s social lives and cul-

tural identities in a new land?

• What are the patterns of interaction

between Chinese and the larger 

society?

• What are the social costs of this group’s

transnational lifestyle?

ENLARGING SOCIAL NETWORKS 

TO ADDRESS CHALLENGES

Making the point that there is no single

Chinese diaspora or single Chinese iden-

tity, Wong explores the ways in which

place, technology and cultural heritage

define ethnic groups from Taiwan, Hong

Kong and mainland China. The book analy-

ses how economic globalization and migra-

tion contribute to stratification of the

Chinese in Silicon Valley in terms of birth-

place, wealth, time of arrival, immigration

status and occupation, and how much the

success of these high-tech workers

depends on the timing of their arrival in

the U.S. in relation to the demands of the

market.  

Wong describes the unique qualities of

Silicon Valley’s Chinese, including the range

of reasons for immigrating, their diverse

points of origin and their generally high

level of education. Many first-generation

Chinese-Americans come over as students,

work their way up the corporate ladder, and

choose to become entrepreneurs and ven-

ture capitalists or scientists and engineers.

He also finds that the majority of Chinese in

Silicon Valley speak Mandarin and have a

high likelihood of becoming politically active

in their communities. 

In a lengthy discussion on the impact of

globalization on Silicon Valley’s Chinese-

American communities, Wong explains that

contrary to popular belief, globalization

does not “cause the demise of traditional

culture,” but actually promotes the flow of

Chinese culture to America; the growth of

the Internet has made the latest Chinese

movies, pop songs and magazines readily

available. 

The effects of transnationalism, on the

other hand, are more ambivalent. Wong

finds that it has had a very negative affect

on family life as parents travel back and

forth between China and California on busi-

ness. At the same time, however, transna-

tionalism has had a very positive affect on

the formation of social networking groups,

whether through work, alumni associations,

ethnic communities or within the larger

Asian-American community. Wong explains

that many of these groups have common

goals and concerns, including advocating

against discrimination and for fair wages,

seeking social mobility and sharing experi-

ences in gaining citizenship. These com-

mon concerns also promote political

activism within the Chinese-American com-

munity, with citizens supporting politicians

and policies that consider Chinese-Ameri-

can interests.

Wong documents the strategies of Chi-

nese in Silicon Valley as they grapple with

the glass ceiling phenomenon and pay dis-

parity, the challenges of frequent job

changes and starting a business, returning

to Asia to work and using networks to

organize business in Asia, organizing with

other Asian groups to fight racism and par-

ticipating in American politics to promote

their interests. Wong’s research provides

evidence that the Chinese transnationals

of Silicon Valley have enlarged their social

networks by creating many new organiza-

tions with traditional features, and increas-

ing their participation in community and

local organizations.

Wong works to break down prejudices

and myths about the Chinese in America,

including the notion that all Chinese immi-

grants are successful entrepreneurs. He

documents the ways that Chinese immi-

grants demonstrate their loyalty to their

adopted places; explores the diversity of

the Silicon Valley Chinese and debunks the

stereotype of a monolithic “bamboo net-

work” of which all Chinese are members;

and explains the way in which guanxi are

formed and cultivated to achieve economic

and social goals.

PROMOTING HUMAN RIGHTS 

IN CHINA

This book suggests links between technol-

ogy, human rights and the Chinese commu-

nity in Silicon Valley, revealing that

America’s democratic government, educa-

tion system and living conditions are impor-

tant attractions for the Chinese

transnationals who settle there. Wong also

documents the use of social networks by

Chinese technology immigrants to combat

racism in their workplaces, schools and

communities. While he notes that Silicon

Valley residents from Taiwan, the mainland

and Hong Kong often “separate politics

from economics” when it comes to doing

business, a growing number of social net-

works devoted to political participation and

civic activities are used to establish busi-

ness connections.

While The Chinese in Silicon Valley does

not directly discuss China’s human rights

issues, Wong’s analysis raises a number

of related questions worthy of further

exploration: 

• Given Wong’s finding that many Chinese
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in Silicon Valley appreciate the demo-

cratic government, education system

and living conditions in the U.S., will

Chinese who travel or expatriate to Asia

share Chinese-American values such as

civic participation with their business

partners, communities and families in

China? 

• Wong considers issues related to intel-

lectual property rights, but not as they

relate to international law. How do Chi-

nese-American entrepreneurs, engi-

neers and other technology workers in

Silicon Valley respond to infringement of

intellectual property rights in China? 

• Will Chinese-Americans doing business

in China decide there are economic ben-

efits to the rule of law and create addi-

tional momentum for reforms to China’s

legal system?

Even without exploring these topics,

The Chinese in Silicon Valley is an informa-

tive resource for anyone interested in Chi-

nese diaspora studies, including public

policy leaders and others who wish to tap

into the intellectual and social potential of

this group.

A Second Kind of Optimism: 
An Interview with Guy Sorman 

BY SHARON HOM 

French journalist, econo-

mist and philosopher Guy

Sorman earlier this year

published his new book on

China, L’année du Coq :

Chinois et rebelles, which

will soon be published in

English by Penguin Books

India as The Year of the Rooster: Chinese

Rebellions. Additional editions are planned

in the U.S., Japan, Korea, Argentina and Tai-

wan. Following are some of Sorman’s views

on China.

Sharon Hom (SH): What made you decide

to write this book?

Guy Sorman (GS): Well, the French take on

China is quite “Maoist,” and I wanted to

challenge some of these romanticized

notions of Chinese Communism. I also

wanted to look critically at the so-called

“economic miracle” that is given such

attention in the West. In The Year of the

Rooster I focus on individual voices, people

living in villages and small towns. I also

interviewed what might be the next genera-

tion of Communist leaders, including indi-

viduals at the Shanghai Party School and

Central Disciplinary Committee.

Books on China tend to be by experts

making predictions about the future, but

Year of Rooster is about now. It describes

an economic system that is a “capitalist”

system, but with only one entrepreneur—

the Party—one owner and no real competi-

tion, and no private entrepreneurship.

SH: Your analysis echoes that of Chinese

political commentators such as Hu Ping who

are critical of the Party’s exploitation of

China’s land, resources and people.

GS: The purpose or ambition of the party is

to develop and maintain the power of the

Party and China as one entity. With the con-

centration of wealth in the hands of a small

elite and no trickle-down of the benefits,

what we have is the clear consequence of

developing a strong China, not a genuinely

developed China.

In the area of health, for example,

HIV/AIDS is still a serious problem despite

the money being spent. Photographs of Bill

Clinton with children receiving treatment

simply reflect the Party’s propaganda skills.

The Party has become very sophisticated in

its use of human rights rhetoric, and knows

what to sell to western audiences; it makes

all the right noises, for example issuing a

White Paper on Democracy.

So basically, there are no economic

downsides: foreign investment remains

strong with no reason for it to decline. For-

eign markets will remain open to Chinese

exports. The only threat is the threat of the

collapse of the banks. As the liberal econo-

mist Mao Yushi says, “To lose freedom is

acceptable, but to lose your savings is not

acceptable.”  There is a race now between

the necessary transformation of the bank-

ing system and the descent into bank-

ruptcy.  We need to watch closely what is

happening in the financial sector.

SH: On the political reform front, there has

been increasing attention to the introduction

of local elections, with a number of key over-

seas donors actively supporting these devel-

opments. How do you assess their impact

and the prospects for producing a greater

foundation for democratization?

GS: Let us assume that this sudden pas-

sion for local elections, however primitive

the exercise, is because the Party has

woken up to the growing discontent of 800

million peasants. It is they who sustain the

army of apparatchiks camping in their vil-

lages; on average there is one Party appa-

ratchik for every 20 rural inhabitants, a

proportion growing by the day.

Other observers, neither Communist

nor Chinese, especially those from the Ford

and Carter foundations, which are both very

active in China, feel that local elections

have set an irreversible process in motion:

the Communist Party will eventually loosen

its grip and in the long run be absorbed by

the democratic process. For this reason,

both foundations favor village elections in

China; they provide logistic support and

organisational know-how to the local

authorities that hold elections. This was

the case in Chala, Qinghai Province, where

Party cadres beamed as they told me

Tibetans were a free people. Additionally,

the foundation headed by the former Ameri-

can president Jimmy Carter provided com-

puters to the local government. The

Chinese government is not short of com-

puters, so who is being taken in, a naïve

Carter or the Chinese Communists caught

up in the electoral system?

SH: How do you assess the role of foreign

funders in China?

GS: I have a detailed discussion in my book

about the activities of the Ford Foundation

and the Carter Foundation and why they

have decided to play with the Party. They

are totally naïve to believe that change will

result from their funding of local elections.

They forget that this is a totalitarian regime

– you can’t change it from inside.  What

they are doing is window-dressing – they do

not understand the nature of the regime

and the ambition of the Party, which is to

maintain power. 

Without trying to generalize, the manner

in which village elections are conducted

suggests that the Party is in no mood to

move further down the road to democracy.
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In any case, what legitimacy can democracy

have when one does not have access to

information or freedom to organize?

SH: Do you think that Party and central 

control is really so monolithic? What about

central-regional and local tensions?

GS: The infinite variations on the ground

tell us that the central government is not as

strong as it seems. Although the state lays

down general policy guidelines, it is the

local representatives of the Party who

implement these guidelines. They go about

their business with an eye to personal gain,

depending on the power equations in the

village and how much influence they wield.

Centralization in China amounts to a per-

manent negotiation between the authori-

ties in Peking and the local potentates of

the Communist Party. 

SH: At the same time, you observe that the

Party appears to be losing legitimacy and

ideologically no longer enjoys the faith and

support of the people.

GS: In fact, despite the crackdowns on free-

dom of expression, there is a religious ren-

aissance underway in China. However, the

Buddhists are very weak, with limited influ-

ence, and are controlled by the Party. Tao-

ism is also very weak. The

officially-recognized Catholics are going for

legitimacy, and the hope that staying within

Party restrictions will allow the develop-

ment of a larger Catholic church. The

Protestants are very active, especially the

evangelical churches. I don’t agree with the

book Jesus in Beijing1 that the rise of reli-

gious practices is just shifting from one

obedience set to another.

Another reason for the loss of Party

legitimacy is widespread corruption, which

is a key source of unrest but also of Party

unity. The government publishes new regu-

lations and publicizes some executions to

show it is serious about combating corrup-

tion, but in fact the Party uses corruption to

maintain unity by distributing the economic

benefits of political privilege. This can be

traced back to Mao. Also, if you criticize the

Party, you will be attacked for undermining

China’s national pride, which is only possi-

ble if the Party holds itself up as synony-

mous with the nation.

SH: Given this landscape, what do you think

are the long-term prospects for change and

political reform?

GS:  I think there is a kind of economic

determinism operating in China; due to the

increasing power and wealth of Party mem-

bers, there is very little incentive for

change. 

Some people argue that faced with the

threat of unrest, the Party will transfer

resources to quell rising protests. But that

won’t happen, because the Party has the

situation under control and there is no pos-

sibility that these movements will cement

and coalesce into an effective force for

change. Also, the fear of civil war and social

chaos is stronger than hatred of the Party,

which suggests that the Party has been

successful at convincing people that there

is no alternative.

But perhaps we are not looking at the

right things in assessing future prospects

for change. The future is happening where

you don’t expect it. For example, looking at

popular cultural phenomena, like the Super

Girl contest on Hunan TV—the Chinese

equivalent of American Idol, in which the

winner did not in any way reflect an official

version of beauty or talent. Instead you

could see the globalized influences of

Japanese and Korean pop culture and even

U.S. pop culture. The Party criticized the

result as an example of the consequences

of an “unprepared democracy,” because

the “wrong” candidate,” i.e. not educated

and not the best singer, had won. 

Jiang Rong, author of The Wolf Totem,2

writes that there are two ways to be a Chi-

nese—a wolf or a sheep, which is just a

wolf converted into a sheep by Marxism or

Confucianism. This is a huge metaphor for

China. What does this mean? Simply that

cultural change may not necessarily take

place at an obvious level. There is a sea

change underway on the Internet and on

popular shows, but will this be translated

into political argument? 2008 will be a deci-

sive year: for the Party, the Olympic Games

must be a symbol of the triumph of the

Party, but for human rights organizations it

also presents a window of opportunity.

NOTES
1. David Aikman, Jesus in Beijing, Regnery Pub-

lishing Inc., 2003.

2. Jiang Rong, Lang Tuteng, Changjiang Wenyi

Chubanshe, 2004.

OPEN FORUM

Another View of 
Mao: The Unknown Story

BY LOIS WHEELER SNOW

In China Rights Forum No. 4, 2005, Roger

Garside wrote a review of Jung Chang and

Jon Halliday’s book Mao: The Unknown

Story. I am not acquainted with Mr. Gar-

side’s work, but I note from CRF that he

served as a British diplomat in China during

the Cultural Revolution and then again in

1976–1979. It does not follow that these

two experiences, revealing as they probably

were, would automatically make him an

expert on Chinese revolutionary history, a

fact borne out by his high praise of the

Chang-Halliday book as demonstrating

“scholarship on an heroic scale.”

A number of acknowledged China schol-

ars have pointed out many flaws in The

Unknown Story. Andrew Nathan, Chair of

the Department of Political Science at

Columbia University, has stated that so-

called revelations in the book came “from

sources that cannot be checked,” adding

that “others are openly speculative or are

based on circumstantial evidence, and

some are untrue.” He has further stated

that many claims are “based on distorted,

misleading or far-fetched use of evidence.”

This contrasts with the Garside report

of “diligent and resourceful researching of

primary sources [that] has enabled the

authors to make important revelations,”

among which is the dismissal of Edgar

Snow’s accounts of the Long March in Red

Star Over China, many told to him directly by
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Mao Zedong. Mr. Garside contends that

these were “falsehoods propagated unwit-

tingly by Snow” and “myths about the Long

March that have held the world in thrall

until now.” 

Notable among such “myths” is Snow’s

description, as told to him by Mao, of the

Dadu Bridge battle in 1935. Chang and

Halliday claim that no such battle took

place, though they offer no concrete evi-

dence that it did not. Granted, the battle

could have been somewhat exaggerated

by Mao in the telling, but source after

source affirms that a battle did indeed

take place there. Otto Braun, the German

who made the Long March and who was

no particular admirer of Mao, reported

events that he himself had witnessed at

Dadu Bridge and that resemble Mao’s

description as given to Snow.

I understand the fury that Jung Chang

carries with her owing to the cruel treat-

ment she and her family endured in the

past, but that is no justification for misrep-

resenting historical facts. The book is one-

dimensional and one-sided. Instead of

presented a balanced and accurate view of

events, it paints a totally black portrait of

Mao as a born monster, Zhou Enlai as a

sycophantic toady and the young men and

women in Baoan and Yenan as terrorized

victims trapped by a leader they despised,

who relished torture and sacrificed anything

and anybody in his lust for power. Nicholas

Kristof noted in The New York Times that

“Mao comes across as such a villain that

he never really becomes three-dimensional.

As readers, we recoil from him but don’t

really understand him. He is presented as

such a bumbling psychopath that it’s hard

to comprehend how he bested all his rivals

to lead China.”

In The Observer, Jonathan Fenby wrote,

“By concentrating on the man and his mis-

deeds, critics say, the book does not

explain the context of Mao’s rise, his ability

to hold power for 26 years and his interna-

tional impact. ‘More needs to be taken into

account than a simple personalisation of

blame,’ one leading historian, Jonathan

Spence of Yale, wrote in The New York

Review of Books.”

Also in The New York Review of Books,

Jonathan Mirsky, who has highly praised

The Unknown Story, wrote, “The factor that

Ms. Chang and Mr. Halliday omit—although

it is plain enough in Ms. Chang’s Wild

Swans—is that hundreds of millions adored

the chairman and . . . would have died for

him. They were in awe of him but that is not

the same as fear of a monster.” An Ameri-

can woman who lived and worked in China

in the 1940s has written, “Nor are such

accounts [as Red Star Over China] invali-

dated by the excesses to which the revolu-

tion was later taken by Mao . . . Let’s keep

facts and reports and their authors in con-

text with [their] times.”

Despite some critical remarks on the

Chang-Halliday book, Roger Garside con-

cludes that “we owe a huge debt to the

authors for enabling us to draw from this

life lessons that are both timely and time-

less.” He does not specify what these les-

sons are, and it would appear difficult to do

so. His review adds to the mean, dark

shadow cast by the authors on the reputa-

tion and integrity of Snow, a journalist

whose reporting was based not only on per-

sonal contact with the leaders of the revolu-

tion, but also on many hours spent

listening to the unknown soldiers and peas-

ants who participated in its daily events.

The achievements of those who flocked to

join the Communist struggle and who

believed in and helped bring about some of

their expressed revolutionary goals are

ignored. Garside emphasizes the authors’

caricature of Snow as a gullible mouthpiece

for Mao, while ignoring the role Snow

played over the years in bringing first-hand

reports on China back home to the United

States and keeping the door open between

the two countries at a time when the United

States was cut off, by its own doing, from

an understanding of events involving one

fourth of humanity.

The writer is the widow of Edgar Snow.

Resource List

CHINA, TECHNOLOGY AND 

HUMAN RIGHTS

COMPILED BY KEVIN CHONG 

WITH SI-SI LIU

This resource list provides a wide range of

information related to China’s development

in information and communication tech-

nologies (ICT) and human rights protection.

“Web Resources” include information from

NGOs, policy institutes and academia.

“NGO Reports on Chinese ICT Develop-

ment” include NGOs’ recommendations for

ways of protecting human rights through

use of ICT. The section on “Multilateral

Institution and Government Reports and

Documents” details international efforts to

secure human rights protection. The list of

“Books and Journals” provides recommen-

dations for more in-depth analysis on

China’s ICT advances. 

WEB RESOURCES 

NGOS/POLICY INSTITUTES/ACADEMIA

Human Rights in China (HRIC)

http://www.hrichina.org

English

HRIC, an NGO established in 1989, aims to

promote universally recognized human

rights and advance the institutional protec-

tion of these rights in China. The Web site

contains information regarding HRIC’s

research, advocacy and communications

work, which targets a broad cross-section

of citizens, activists, government officials,

lawyers, scholars, corporate leaders and

journalists. 

HRIC Incorporating Responsibility

Campaign 2008 (IR2008)

http://www.ir2008.org

English

IR2008 is a research and monitoring cam-

paign targeting domestic and foreign gov-

ernments, corporations, civil society and

the International Olympics Committee, with

the aim of advocating scrutiny of the Chi-

nese government’s human rights practices

in the run-up to the 2008 Olympics. The

Web site contains articles on construction

projects related to the Beijing Olympics, the


