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That is How it Went

A review of Ruyan@SARS.com

Hu Fayun
China International Broadcasting
Press, October 2006
RMB 25

By Hu Ping

Last October, the China International Broadcasting Press

published the novel Ruyan @ SARS.com1 (Ruyan) by the

Wuhan-based author Hu Fayun. The book’s publication

deserved its hype as a major event in contemporary Chinese

literature, including the high praise it drew from the cele-

brated author of The Past is Not Like Smoke, ZhangYihe:

“There was no literature in the Six Dynasties period save for

TaoYuanming’s “On Returning Home” [Guiqu Laici]; there

is no literature in our era save for Hu Fayun’s Ruyan.”

Many Internet users commented that the book’s publica-

tion indicated progress on the part of the Chinese govern-

ment.Who would have guessed that the book would be

banned before the applause died down?

Earlier this year, the Deputy Director of the General

Administration of Press and Publications (GAPP),Wu

Shulin, announced that a ban had been issued on eight

titles, and that the publishers involved would be punished.

Ruyan was included among the banned titles, along with

Zhang Yihe’s Past Stories of Peking Opera Stars. Zhang Yihe

spoke out: “I will defend my writing with my life.”Her

statement caused strong reactions and reverberations in

China and abroad.

But let me return to Ruyan. According to the author, the

novel was completed in 2003. In 2004, the electronic text of

the book was posted on theWeb site Renovation and Con-

struction (Gaizao yu Jianshe) operated by dissident intel-

lectuals Chen Ziming and He Jiadong, and then widely

disseminated on the Internet. Not long afterwards, the Ren-

ovation and ConstructionWeb site was closed down, but a

number of excellent works posted on the Internet continue

to circulate.When I discovered Ruyan on the Internet last

summer, I reposted it on theWeb site of my magazine, Bei-

jing Spring. More than one friend in China told me: “You’ve

got to read this book; it perfectly illustrates what you talk

about in your essay ‘The Disease of Cynicism [Quanrub-

ing].’“ I had written that essay in 1998 to dissect and ana-

lyze the spiritual crisis in China after June 4th, and have

since been told that it was widely disseminated onWeb sites

in China.

The novel Ruyan takes place in an unnamed city during the

SARS outbreak. The main character, Ruyan, is a middle-

aged woman who has been a widow for many years. A col-

league introduces her to the vice-mayor of the city, and

they fall in love.Meanwhile, Ruyan gets to know an intel-

lectual named Dharma and others like him via the Internet.

The SARS outbreak brings all sorts of previously hidden

contradictions out in the open as people react differently to

this unexpected occurrence. The novel provides a meticu-

lous in-depth depiction of contemporary Chinese social

life, and is especially revealing of the complex attitudes of

intellectuals and the mental tenor of society as a whole.

The book gives an accurate account of June 4th and reveals

the cynicism that flooded China afterwards, especially

among intellectuals. In particular through the character

Maozi (“little Mao”), the novel accurately depicts the cyni-

cism of Chinese intellectuals as the result of the fear created

by the massacre. As the character Dharma puts it, “Fear is

often more powerful than killing. Killing only destroys the

flesh, but fear can change the soul. The wildest rebel

becomes the most tractable slave and serves as an example
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to others of his kind. The most frightening thing about fear

is that it lingers in the heart for a long time, and no one can

excise it for you.”

When people talk about the moral decline of intellectuals

in China today and the fact that they have lost their critical

stance vis à vis the authoritarian power structure, they

often sum it up as intellectuals having been bought out by

the Communist Party.Many intellectuals themselves quite

happily admit they’ve been bought out, because that sug-

gests they’re worth something; they’re not ashamed to hear

it said, and may even be a bit proud of it. Some even say, “If

you take someone’s money, then you have to work for

them. To take someone’s money and then criticize them

just isn’t on.” Putting it this way implies that those intellec-

tuals who maintain a critical stance toward the authoritar-

ian regime are actually being unethical.

In fact, the Communist Party always uses two tactics:

threats and inducements, and for most intellectuals, it is

only after threats are effective that they are willing to accept

inducements. As for saying that Deng Xiaoping made intel-

lectuals happy, and that therefore intellectuals should be

grateful and support the Deng Xiaoping line, everyone

knows that the fortune of Chinese intellectuals underwent

its great change during the late 1970s and early 1980s,

before the 1989 Democracy Movement. So why was there a

Democracy Movement in 1989, and why did intellectuals

play a leading role in it? The decline of intellectuals into

cynicism clearly took place after June 4th, and therefore

must have been a product of fear. Can there still be any

doubt about this?

The author does a brilliant job in depicting the debates

betweenMaozi and Dharma. As Dharma presses his case,

his questions grow sharper and sharper, and affect Maozi

like the enlightenment represented by the sharp rap on the

skull novice monks receive. Ultimately,Maozi decides to

say goodbye to cynicism and regain his lost idealism. Of

course he knows what sort of trouble and dangers this will

bring, but what’s so extraordinary about that? Maozi says it

well: “I tumbled into all this naked; what have I got to lose?”

Furthermore, however oppressive China becomes, it can

never be worse than under ChairmanMao.

Cynicism is a mental illness. Treatment of a disease generally

requires diagnosing the disease and analyzing its causes.

Cynics seldomwant to admit their cynicism, and often fab-

ricate all sort of specious theories and excuses to rationalize

their cynical mindset. This complicates but also facilitates

treatment. Precisely because most cynics are uneasy about

cynicism, pointing out that they suffer from the disease

might very well compel them to overcome it. In my view,

this is the great and real significance of the novel Ruyan.

Translated by a friend of HRIC

The original Chinese article was posted on theWeb site of

HRIC’s monthly Chinese-language electronic journal,Ren

Yu Renquan, http://www.renyurenquan.org/ryrq_article.

adp?article_id=594

Note

1. The title character’s name, Ruyan, can be literally translated as

“This is how it goes.”The title of the book is likewise often

translated as This is How it Goes@SARS.com.

Review Notice

Zhao Ziyang: Captive Conversations (Zhao Ziyang
ruanjin zhongdi tanhua)

Zong Fengming
Open Books (Hong Kong), January
2007
430 pp, HK$88

Hu Ping wrote a lengthy review of Captive Conversations

for London’s Times Literary Supplement, published on June

1, 2007. The full article can be accessed at http://tls.times

online.co.uk. Following are some highlights:

It is the revelation of this clear-minded reformist vision

existing inside the Communist Party of China within living

memory that has made Zhao Ziyang: Captive Conversations

a book of explosive relevance and interest, and a surprise

best-seller in Hong Kong . . .



was arrested. In the summer of 2005, while I was critically

ill with a stroke, one of my oldest and dearest friends, in

order to spare me regret, raised 20,000 yuan and had 500

copies of this book published and presented as gifts to

friends. I was extremely grateful to him.At the end of that

year, when I had recovered from the brink of death and

could begin writing again, this same friend urged me to

write about my experiences after June 4th as a valuable his-

torical record for later generations. In early 2006,Yi Ping,

the editor of Ren Yu Renquan, gave me similar encourage-

ment. Their words moved me to put pen to paper.

Unfortunately, the materials that I had entrusted to a friend

after my release from prison in 1994 were unexpectedly lost

and almost all destroyed. I could only attempt to reproduce

them as accurately as possible frommemory.My health,

already poor, was further weakened by repeated strokes,

and inevitably my memory was affected. As a result, I was

unable to write many things that I should have.

Initially I fell into despondency; I suffered a great loss of

self-confidence and doubted I could write anything that

would hold a reader’s interest. Fortunately, I was able to dig

deep within myself and find the strength to carry on. I did-

n’t abandon my efforts, and at last, haltingly, in the midst of

my illness, I was able to write several pieces. Quite frankly,

they lacked weight, substance and elegance, and in many

places their inadequacies were so glaring that I was

ashamed to let others read them. But conscious that my

days were numbered, I realized that I couldn’t nitpick over

my essays as I had in the past, and disregarding their crude-

ness and inferiority, I simply published what I had written.

TheWeb sites of Ren Yu Renquan, Democracy Forum and

the Independent Chinese Pen Center1 all provided valuable

opportunities for me.What I didn’t anticipate was that

some of my articles would attract wide attention as soon as

they were published.My articles were reposted onWeb sites

in North America, Europe, Australia, Hong Kong and Tai-

wan, and even onWeb sites and blogs in mainland China.

Not long afterward, a man named David in Hong Kong sent

me an email saying he would like to recommendmy articles

to the head of America’s Laogai Research Foundation,Mr.

HarryWuHongda, to be collected into a volume for publi-

cation and distribution worldwide. This naturally brought

me great and unexpected happiness and encouragement.
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Zhao Ziyang led an extraordinary life, and his failure to

leave a memoir of his experiences is highly regrettable.

Indeed, as pointed out by publisher Jin Zhong in the book’s

forward, no senior Chinese communist official to date has

produced anything that might be called a genuine memoir.

“The large number of ‘revolutionary memoirs’ circulating

in China were penned by Party writers and published only

after heavy censorship,” Jin notes, “and they have little his-

toric value.”We are indebted to Zong Fengming for giving

us a book that goes some way to rectifying this situation…

Zhao’s rare integrity of vision led him to the ultimate sacri-

fice of his official status and his personal freedom.At the

same time, his fall from grace left him little more to lose,

and it is for that reason that we now have a book revealing

his frank observations on China’s past and future.

My Country, My Prison

Postscript to China’s Bastille (Zhongguo Bashidi)

Li Guiren
Laogai Research Foundation Black
Series, May 2007
354 pages, $22

Li Guiren was expelled from college during the Anti Rightist

Movement in the 1950s. He worked as editor-in-chief of the

Hua Yue Literature and Art Publishing House in Shaanxi

before participating in the 1989 Democracy Movement, for

which he was imprisoned in July 1989. He was released on

medical parole in 1993 but immediately imprisoned again for

continuing his pro-democracy activities. Li was released after

completing his prison term in June 1994, by then 51 years old

and in poor health.

I write for a living, and previously worked in the news

industry, but at the age of 60, I still hadn’t authored a book.

In fact, before the June 4 massacre, I’d already finished edit-

ing an anthology of my collected works,Humanitarian-

ism—The Spirit of Literature, but before I could publish it, I
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Besides being extremely grateful, I felt inspired to redouble

my efforts, striving to finish the remaining articles a little

faster and write them a little better. After losing twomonths

to illness, I finally completed the bulk of the project, and

handed in the manuscript. I now feel that I’ve completed

something worth celebrating, and can die content.

The records of those who personally experienced the June

4th Massacre and its aftermath, as well as those of witnesses

and researchers, already fill an immense number of books.

Compared to this, my contribution is merely a drop in the

ocean, hardly worth mentioning. All I can offer are the

inconsequential perspectives and reflections resulting from

my own unremarkable experiences. Observations of soci-

ety, political analysis, thoughts on human existence—these

are the sources of my writings. The collective product is an

indictment of a rights-butchering dictatorship.

The content of the middle section of this book is a miscel-

lany of personal reflections, a record of events from the

Cultural Revolution,mourning over the departed, and

commentary on current politics. Some of the content was

first published overseas in the magazines Beijing Spring and

OpenMagazine, as well as on theWeb sites of Peacehall,

Democracy Forum, Independent Review, New Century and

Free Commune.2 Many were first published in China on

the Kdnet “Cat’s-eye View” forum,3 which I managed for a

short time in the spring of 2004 under the penname“Ai’er.”

The final section of the book contains previously unpub-

lished material, as well as articles on literary theory and

criticism culled from the volume my friend published on

my behalf.Most of the essays were written in the 1980s, and

to some extent can be said to reflect the essence of Chinese

literature, and even Chinese society, at that point. The tone

is somewhat different from that of the first and second sec-

tions, but the substance is essentially the same.

If asked to draw some sort of conclusion frommy records, I

could only say this: In the past, China was the world’s great-

est, darkest and most brutal prison, and now it is still the

world’s greatest, darkest and most brutal prison. People

bearing the crushing weight of despotism, especially those

with independent personalities and free spirits, no matter

where they are, no matter what they do, are all serving life

sentences in this prison.

When I was locked up in jail, my son, who was studying

English at a university, wrote an excellent article that

moved me. The article discussed howmy experience

reminded him of Dickens’A Tale of Two Cities, and the cir-

cumstances of that novel’s Dr.Manette, who was impris-

oned in the Bastille.

The Bastille! The Bastille that I have raged against in my

heart for decades!

That fortress of a feudal, despotic government, stormed

and captured by the people of Paris in 1789!

Does China have a Bastille?Who dares to say it doesn’t? All

of China is exactly that—a Bastille!

China’s Bastille— how long will you ravage the country?

How long can you?

Translated by a friend of HRIC

The original Chinese article was posted on theWeb site of

HRIC’s monthly Chinese-language electronic journal,Ren

Yu Renquan, http://www.renyurenquan.org/ryrq_article.

adp?article_id=580.

For more information on the Black Series and other publi-

cations of the Laogai Research Foundation, see http://www.

laogai.org/news/index.php.

Notes

1. Ren Yu Renquan: http://iso.hrichina.org/public/contents/

history?cid=1044; Democracy Forum: http://www.asiademo.

org/; Independent Chinese Pen Center: http://www.chinese

pen.org/index.asp.

2. Beijing Spring: http://www.bjzc.org/en/; OpenMagazine:

http://www.open.com.hk; Peacehall: http://www.peacehall.

com/; Independent Review: http://www.haichuan.net/XHC/

list.php?bbs=11; New Century Net: http://www.ncn.org/asp/

zwginfo/index.asp;

3. http://club.cat898.com/newbbs/list.asp?boardid=1.



facto county boss. Liu details the mechanics of corruption.

After reviewing the minutes of an oversight committee

from the years of the worst abuses, he notes wryly, “The

Communist Party regulated everything, but would not reg-

ulate the Communist Party.”Yet he still believed that, with

improved morality, the system could be made to work.

In “Sound is Better than Silence,” Liu tells of a Sichuan

farmer who found an ingenious way to escape political

witch-hunts: he pretended to be deaf and dumb.He kept

this up, even with his family, for 11 years. The most power-

ful parts of this narrative are flashbacks to the 1950s that

help explain the famine that swept China during the Great

Leap Forward. Liu describes the farmer’s cognitive disso-

nance:

. . . he often felt a struggle going on in his mind. There

was one voice that accused him of being too conserva-

tive, backward . . . Another voice kept saying other kinds

of things: The crops are sown too close together, aren’t

they? The production target is set too high, isn’t it? . . .

This voice was rather weak and timid, but it accorded

with Zhou Jiajie’s experience and the things he under-

stood so well. . . . [H]e began to listen to the second

voice.

This echoes the concept of “two kinds of truth” that Liu set

forth in a 1979 speech, and which provides the title for this

book. To Liu, it’s clear which truth had to prevail. Less clear

is the degree of conviction with which he called them both

“truth.”

“The Fifth Man in the Overcoat” is a short story that, like

other “Scar Literature” that blossomed in the wake of the

Cultural Revolution, explores the sufferings of individuals

stigmatized during the political campaigns that convulsed

China for 20 years. Liu, however, does not settle for official

exoneration as a happy ending. He shows the same corrup-

tion and dishonesty at work in the aftermath as in the time

of darkness; there is little justice either for the victims or for

those who wronged them.

“Report on a Void Investigation” tells how a well-known

petitioner,Wang Fumian, was arrested and dragged back to

his home province the night before he was to meet Liu in

Beijing. The subsequent opaque legal proceedings had an

unusual outcome: the troublemaker was judged insane and
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An Enduring Legacy

A review of Two Kinds of Truth: Stories and
Reportage from China

Liu Binyan, edited by Perry Link
Indiana University Press, June 2006
301 pages, paperback $21.95

By A. E. Clark

Liu Binyan, a pathbreaking investigative journalist, was twice

expelled from the Chinese Communist Party.Within

months of Liu’s death in 2005, the eminent sinologist Perry

Link brought out for English-speaking readers this selection

of his friend’s writings.Although it is largely a revision of a

collection published in the 1980s,Two Kinds of Truth con-

tains newmaterial. Particularly valuable is the opening inter-

view, conducted a year before his death, in which Liu traces

the evolution of his thinking. Each piece has detailed end-

notes to explain the context for the general reader. The trans-

lations, provided by a group of scholars including Link

himself, have been done with great fluency.

Liu Binyan began working as a reporter in 1950, and in

1988 he left China forever. For more than half that time

(1957–1979) he was forbidden to work as a journalist:

labeled a “rightist” for writing two exposés in 1957, he con-

tinued to suffer during the Cultural Revolution.Most of

the pieces in this volume date from a period of intense

activity between 1979 and 1986.Many of them represent

“reportage,” a genre that seeks meaning behind the facts in

an extended, somewhat literary, format.

To write “People or Monsters,” Liu traveled to his native

province to “dig deeper” into the story of a woman recently

arrested there. The chaos of the Cultural Revolution had

allowed a semi-literate cashier at a small coal company to

wheedle her way up. Once named manager and admitted to

the Party, she had set about leveraging the company’s

resources to weave a web of graft and embezzlement that

not only enriched her but made her for a decade the de
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remanded for life to a psychiatric hospital under the direc-

tion of the province’s Public Security Bureau.

With a team from his newspaper, Liu tried to investigate.

After weeks of stonewalling, they succeeded in interviewing

Wang, who appeared sober and reasonable. But obstacles

multiplied. People with information disappeared or were

reported to be ill. All files relating to the case were sealed.

Plain-clothes guards outside their residence turned away

several people who wished to speak with the reporters. By

sneaking out at night, Liu and his colleagues managed to

gather enough information to write three articles. But as

soon as a former provincial boss who had achieved high

office in Beijing condemned the first article for “serious

errors,” the remaining two became unpublishable. Liu’s

account, his last work to be published in China, anticipates

themes that came to the fore in later decades: the abuse of

psychiatry as an instrument of political control, and the

crude brutality of provincial officials who don’t have to

answer to anyone.

The volume ends with two essays written in exile. One

reviews Zheng Yi’s RedMemorial, an investigation into

incidents of cannibalism that occurred in the Guangxi

region during the Cultural Revolution. Unlike the desper-

ate acts that had occurred in some provinces during the

famine of 1959–60, this cannibalism was motivated by

political hatred: “Eating class enemies had become recog-

nized as a revolutionary act.” Zheng Yi’s account of the

final, “hysterical” stage of this movement is painful to read.

The second essay, on which Liu collaborated with Perry

Link, reviews the early economic research of He Qinglian,

whose work will be familiar to readers of China Rights

Forum. Liu and Link provide a lively summary of He’s

insights into the “marketization of power,“ and reflect on

the changing tone of Chinese society during the 1990s.

The book appeals on several levels. Liu had a reporter’s eye

for the telling detail, the emblematic incident; but he also

strove to understand the big picture and sometimes made

startling connections, as when he says that, without the

Cultural Revolution, China would have followed the same

path as North Korea. This combination of skills gives most

of these pieces an enduring value.

One cannot read Liu Binyan uncritically, however.When he

says he had no serious doubts about Mao until 1975, this

suggests something of a blind spot.

One is left, above all, with a sense of his integrity. During

his years as a pariah, he was often separated from his family.

One lengthy work assignment was to haul human excre-

ment around the capital; another billeted him with a peas-

ant family during the bleakest years of the famine.Yet he

never brandished this experience as either a grievance or a

distinction: he was more concerned with the fate of those

who had suffered worse, and with what those injustices sig-

nified for China. However sophisticated and worldly he

may have been as a journalist, his fundamental motivations

appear to have been extremely simple: he loved his country

and wanted to serve it. “Here lies a Chinese,” he proposed

for his epitaph,“who did what it was his duty to do, and

said what it was up to him to say.”Although it was a great

personal loss for Liu to be barred from China after 1989,

Perry Link suggests that China lost far more.

And China has lost not only what Liu could have con-

tributed during those years of exile, but what he had

achieved before. In December 2005, a newspaper editor was

invited to give a lecture at a school of journalism in Beijing.

Having just learned of Liu’s death, he asked the class, “Do

you know Liu Binyan?”His account (as translated by

Roland Soong) continues:

. . . there was silence in the room.After a while, someone

whispered,“I know.”But it was an uncertain “I know.” I

asked again,“Do you know which are the most repre-

sentative works of Liu Binyan?”There was dead silence

in the audience. I believe that with the exception of the

professor who invited me, none of the attending gradu-

ate students had read anything by Liu Binyan.

The editor, Lu Yuegang, wrote an essay recounting this visit.

He was fired for it. Even in death, Liu Binyan enjoys what a

contemporary poet has called “extraordinary esteem.”




