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Hao Wu'sdiary

notes from the present

Hao Wu, bornin 1974 in Chengdu, Schuan, isa
documentary filmmaker. He got back to Beijing
after living in theusa from1992to 2004. Hisdi-
ary pagescomefromtheblog “ Beijing or bust”
(http://beijingor bust.blogspot.com), whichisinac-
cessiblefrominside China. Wethank himfor al-
lowing us to publish them.

Beijing, June 22, 2005

| moved to Beijing in May 2004 after having

lived in the usfor aimost twelve years. Thefirst
few months were exhilarating—the construction
sites, the smog, the traffic jams, and especidly

peopl€e ssmiling chatter, all conspiring to evokea
tender nostalgiaof apast | had emphatically aban
doned. | wanted towritethen.[...] And | wasdo-
ing a documentary then, about how expats view
Beijing and its dizzying changes. Many times |

found mysalf repeating the doc’s sound bites,

praisng the development but condemning the
pollution, plus the usua complaints about traffic,
people going nuts over getting-rich-quick, etc. It's
hard to make one' s voice unique.

Then something happened yesterday. | have

started researching my second documentary after
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finishing my firg (ok, it’snever really done). My
planistofollow several Chinese Chrigtiansin Be-
jing and to explore why they believed in this non-
native faith and how that belief impacts their
lives. | visited severa state-sanctioned churches
in Bejing. At Gangwashi Church, the Protestant
churchin Xi Dan where Condi Rice attended the
Palm Sunday serviceearly thisyear during her trip
to Beijing, the young minister said to me, “ So you
arefromthe States’. Pause. “ Haveyou watched a
documentary called The Cross?’

The Crossisathree-hour documentary ontheunt
derground Chinese Christians and the persecuias
they suffered. It was shot in secret in China by
Chinese Chrigtians from the States. | hurriedly
explained, “No, my interest is not about the gov-
ernment’ s policy towardreligions All | care about
isthe believers and their livesin Beijing.” | need
the permits to shoot in any church. He shook his
head. “I don’t understand why those in the coun-
trysidewould go against the official church. Ary-
way, go talk to the Three-Self Committee. Maybe
they will even help you on this project.” | had
gone out of my way to point out the bad press
that the official Chinese churches had acquired
overseas and how my project could help improve
that image.

The Three-Self Patriotic Movement Committee
of the Protestant Churches of Chinaisthe state-
approved salf-governing body of the nondenomi-
national Chrigtian churchesin China | found their
number from the directory service and called. A
male voice on the line informed me that the com-
mittee could not make the decision. | had to call
the Religion Bureau. The Religious Bureau had
just moved and did not have alisting with the di-
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rectory service. S0 called the Beijing Municipa
Government and got their number. The guy an
swering the phone asked meto call their Religion
Department. | called and was directed to call the
Missionary Department.

“Hello (Ni Hao).” A gruff male voice picked up
the phone. “Hi, I’'m an independent filmmaker.
I’m planning to do a documentary about Chris-
tians in Bejing and how their faith pogtively in-
fluences their lives and socia cohesiveness. I'm
wondering...” “You can't dothat. It won't be al-
lowed.” The reply came curt and sharp. “But |
only intendto...” “Don’'t even think about it.” He
hanged up the phone.

Just like that, all my research and preparation
swiftly went to naught. For amoment, | sat hold-
ing the phone, unsure whether | should seethe
with anger or laugh at their stupidity—what are
they trying to hide? From what? Then | remem-
bered my trip to the Naiond Library a fev months
ago. | wanted to get some shots of newspaper re-
ports on the 1999 Chinese protests against the
NATO bombing of the Chinese embassy in Bel-
grade. The Nationa Library was just starting a
major expens ve facdift to modernizefor the 2008
Olympics. The librarian told me that | needed a
level-two engineer’s certificate or a permit from
my work unit in order to access any newspaper
more than two years old.

This defensive phobia, this tendency to hide, is
endemic in the system, even after more than a
decade of opening up to rampant progtitution and
western-style professonal PR damage contrd. It's
at moments like this that China makes one want
to bang her head against thewall. [...]
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Chengdu, Sichuan, July 4, 2005

Whenever | tell peoplel grew up in Chengdu, the
capita of Sichuan province, invariably they would
comment, “Ah, that’s a good place. Good food.
Relaxed people. Truly Tian Fu Zhi Guo (heav-
enly country).” Andif I let them know | haven't
been back therefor seven years, those who have
visited recently would turn dramatic: “ Really? Oh
it has changed so much. Y ou wouldn't recognize
it when you go back.” Sometimes, thedramaticis
not nearly dramatic enough. The fact is, | don’t
recognize atrace of Chengdu since | came back
three days ago. Glitzy high-rises now dominate
the Chengdu skyline. The fancy apartment build-
ing my parents moved into eight years ago, is
now the shabbiest in the neighborhood. On my
last visit seven years before, there were till old
tile-roofed traditional housesin little alleys. Now
they are al gone and the alleys have been wid-
ened and paved into avenues. The sight of cranes
and construction sites rivals those in Beijing and
Shanghai. And the big shady phoenix trees have
been replaced by dormant neon signswaiting for
the night to cometolife. Itisasif | wasinadream
and somevoiceinssted, “ Thisis Chengdu!”, and
| kept on shaking my head in disbelief.

The Chengdu municipal government, proud of its
urban development efforts, had invited Long
Yingtai, a famous Taiwanese writer to visit the
city. Expecting someroaring praise, they got some
harsh criticisminstead. The ancient city had com
pletely lost its charm in its bid to keep up with
Beijing and Shanghai. In the taxicab, | asked the
driver if he knew of any old neighborhood ill
existing. He mentioned some place the name of
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which | no longer recognized. Thegovernment is
preserving it for tourism purposes, he said. My
mom shouted from the back seat, “Why do you
want to go there? So backwards.” My parents
have just moved back to Chengdu &fter living in
Shanghai with my sister for two years. Their
apartment got robbed. The robbers got in past a
security guard and through the front door. The
apartment complex they live in has iron fences
now covering the balconies of the first four or
fivefloors. They had missed Chengdu when they
were in Shanghai. Now they want to move back
to Shanghai.

Thedriver concurred, “ Those old buildings should
have been knocked down a long time ago. Who
wants to live there? So crowded, and dark.” |
don’'t want to live there either. | remember the
dayswhen thewholefamily of four, or even six or
eight, had to squeeze in aone-bedroom gpartmart,
when the neighbors would fight over using the
stove in the communal kitchen, when the aunties
in the same work unit would gossip about every
adion of yours | don't wart to go bedk. But mamo-
rieswould dissipate if bricks and walls that used
to harbor them disappear. However, the question
often is, for whom we are preserving the past?
“Look, there’san old building.” Thedriver called
out to my attention. To our left, crushed between
two congtruction sites, limped atraditiona house
with its insgde gutted. The white wall and the
gray roof tiles looked anemic. There was a big
Chinese character “Cha’” (demoalition) writtenon
it. The driver chuckled, “It's still there because
they haveforgotten to knock it down.” Wedrove
by aroad construction site. There was a gaping
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trench along the street. Workers were digging.
“This place will be very pretty once the work is
done.” My dad commented, satisfied.

Chengdu, Sichuan, July 5, 2005

For dl the dnenges that have hgppened in Chengdy,
one thing has stayed the same—the locals' love
for an easy life. Most visitors notice the sower
pace of life very soon after they arrive. Locals
spend hours drinking tea at teahouses and playing
majiang by the street-sde. And they love their
food. “Beijing, I’ ve been there.” My friend Wang
Hai said to me at the dinner table in a noisy S-
chuanese restaurant. We were waiting for ten
more high school friendsto arrive. He continued,
“It'sjust abig villageto me. Look at what they eat
there. They don’t even have decent Sichuan res-
taurants!” | didn’t want to tell him that there are
far more cuisnes in Beijing than in Chengdu. In
Chengdu, it's spicy Sichuan food or nothing; |

hardly noticed here any Hunan or Y unnan restau
rants that are popular in Beijing, let done Italian
or Indian. | let him talk, enjoying the local dialect
that’ s smoother and more sing-song-like than the
Beijing Mandarin.

Our friends arrived dowly. There was Bin who
used to hang out with the* hooligans’ on the street
and once, if | remember correctly, stabbed some-
one and stayed in the police station overnight; nov
he' sthe security chief of abig municipa bureau.
Li quit her job with astate-owned enterprise and
went into resdlling insurance policies; now she
owns acar and travels frequently and comforta-
bly. Ming is still satisfied with his police job su-
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paviang srdl vendars his fa bdly saving as the
evidence. Y ongheng has been with abank for over
thirteen years now. Hisweight has breached the
dange point and he asked me for fitness tips Song
was a mediocre and quiet student in high schooal;
today he's the most successful of the pack.

| asked Song what exactly he did. Yongheng

laughed, “wine and dine, relationship building, |

know what he does on adaily basis.” Y ongheng
had hel ped Song on severd dedlsinthe past. Song
smiled wryly, “that’s how you do business in

China.” He traded land rights which he had ac-
quired through guanxi (connections); that was
low-risk high-return business. Now with the gov-
ernment crackdown, he had changed to real con-
struction and some merchandise wholesaling. He
had just won, yet again through guanxi, abig co
tract to servicethelocal Peopl€e' s LiberaionAmy
on something.

| coudn't conrd my reively, “I have mary friends
in the hi-tech businessin Beijing. Their business
practices seem more professional, lessthistype of
uda-theteble deding” Evayore laughed. Wang
Hai tugged at my shirt, “Mouse (my high-school
nickname), you' ve been away for too long. Things
have changed. | know the hi-tech businessesin
Chengdu. It'sall about kickbacks.” Or havethey
changed? The 1989 student movement started as
an anti-corruption raly. | remember that clearly.
Some more friends arrived and the dinner was
sarved. Every dish was soaked in hot chili oil.

Beer flew fregly. | had to ganbei (draintheglass)
with everyone since not ganbei-ing would make
the other lose face. By the time we reached the
teahouse by theriver, | was half-drunk. We had
sometea, and talked about the sweet memoriesof
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our high-school years. Those werethe best years
o my life | dared & my friends and in my drunken
date, saw al till astheyoung and chearful friends
| used to dream about the future with.
Wemoved to ak TV [karaoke center] at midnight.
Ming's girlfriend (Ming was divorced) told me
that usualy Ming would go “talk business’ late at
night; but tonight to give me face, he's staying
with the cond. | asked whet “tdk busness’ meart.
Everyone laughed again. Wang Ha pointed at
Bin, “Thet's why his wife dvoroed him. Too much
business with pretty girls late at night.” Bin ig-
nored him, and picked up the mic and sang a
sappy Chinese pop song. He still had a great
voice; but he's noticeably balding.

Wang Hai sat down next to me, holding a beer. |
had aways thought Wang Hai was gay, but he
turned out to have been married for six years. We
avoided talking about our respective relationship
satus as much as possible. Everyone picked some
Chinese pop song and stood up with the mic.
They sang about how they would die for the love
of their life, how they would shed tears over the
misunderstanding, etc., etc. It'sfunny to see the
overweight macho men emoting in front of the
karaoke video on the giant TV screen. After afew
more bottles of beer, | got misty-eyed—adas these
were gtill the friends | knew. [...]

Sichuan, July 16, 2005

“Don’'t call meMiss. In our Qiang culture, Misses
arethelazy oneswho just want to stay home and
betaken care of. Call meA-Mei (sister) instead.”
We were sitting on low stoolsaround A-Mel and
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watching her fingers nimbly running over tea-
cups, teapots and an electric stove. It's the last
day of our Jiuzhaigou tour and we were on one of
our last obligatory shop vidts, tea tasting a a
Qiang-minority tea garden, before we could go

home to Chengdu. The 27 of us were crammed
into asmall demo room, thewallsworn and bland,
remndng me of my damentary-shod dassooms
from way back in the early 1980 before they got
torn down.

“In our Qiang culture, women haveto go out and
make a living while the men stay home raising

pigs and babies.” A-Mei lowered her head after
the sentence and carefully poured teainto thetiny
ceramic cups lined up negtly in front of her. The
guy from Guangzhou, who's sitting right next to
me, looked around the room and commented
smugly: “The Qiang culture is gtill matriarchal.

Very primeva.” A knowing “Ah” then fdlowed
through theroom. Thetourists, exclusvey of Han
ethnicity, murmured among themsel ves about the
unexpected discovery of the exatic.

Ignoring the attention now focused on her, A-Me
pushed thetray of teacupstowardsus. She’ swear-
ing a bright-pink traditional Qiang dress with a
checkered multicolor gpron around her waist.

Other than the dress, shelooked no differentfrom
any late-teen Han girl. She spoke Mandainwitha
labored choppiness, typical of Sichuanese, which
would cause her pigtail to bob up and down.

“Thisonewe are about to taste,” sheindicatedto
usto pick up theteacups, “iscalled Fragrant Over
Thousand Miles. It has many different kinds of

pollens blended in. Drinking the tea cures hang-

over. It alsoimprovesthe gastrointestina and en
docrine systems. In addition, if you mix used tea
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leaves with egg white and honey and apply to

your face daily, it can prevent wrinkling.” Like
everything traditionad in Ching, it had many
magic powers.

Theteadid smell good. An anxiousfew picked up
their cups. A-Me raised her voice: “Before you
continue, remember the right way to taste thistea
istofinishthecupinthreesips,” Shefinishedhers
in three e egant movements of her mouth, “and do
this.” Shesmacked her lipslike asparrow and let
out asatisfied“ Tse, tse, tse.” Everyonerassdthar
cups. Somegiggled. “Remember, threesips.” She
added. “Those guys who do two or four sips, A-
Me will haveto keepin our village and raise pigs
for three months.” Laughter and lip smacking
surged through the room while A-Mel observed
coolly. Guys poked at each other. “Raising pigs
for her would benice” could be heard inthe noise,
together with something like “1’d like to have a
Qiang wifeto bring inthedole’. Women pretend
to hit their husbands' backsto restrain their row-
diness.

The Guangzhou guy called out to me, “Hey, cad-
lege student (somehow they al think I'm sill in
college), you are the only single guy here. Why
don't you day ad rase pigs for AMa? “HaHa”

I chuckled dryly, finished my tea and smacked
my lips. “Tse, tse, tse.” “No A-Me wouldn't like
Han guys.” A-Mel moved to callect theteacups.
“You Han guys are too educated. A-Mei didn't
evenfinishjunior high. If A-Mé&’sman wasmore
educated, how could A-Mei control him?’ She
washed the teacups in abucket of water and |eft
them upside down on the tray to dry.

“You don't go hame and give the money you meke
to your husband?’ The Guangzhou guy’s wife
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was incredulous. “No,” A-Me started heating
water for the next tasting, “my grandmother is
ill the one managing the family finances. All of
us haveto give her most of our wages.” Theroom
nodded in sync with an “oh” while she poured

hot water into the tegpot and then quickly drained
it, to wash the tea leaves. “ Are there more kids
going to school now?’ | asked, remembering the
elementary school we saw on our way to the tea
garden. The school looked pretty new and had a
big plague on the gate displaying the name of the
donor company from Shenzhen. “Of course.” A-
Mei expertly washed the tealeaves a secadtime,
poured in fresh water and let theteabrew. “Now
with the nine-year compulsory education, every-

onegetsto finish junior high. But more education
is not that good.”

“Why not?” A mother who's traveling with her
teenage daughter was puzzled. The Chinesefami-
lieswere notoriousinvestorsin their kids educa-

tion. “More education makes one restless. Like
my sister. She finished college and then didn’t

want to come back to livein thevillage anymore”

“But lifeis still getting better right?” The Guang-

zhou guy quizzed A-Mei in acondescending tone.
| disliked the guy because he had picked fiverho-
dodendron flowers right outside of Huang Long

Nature Reserve, pulling their roots up. | wondered
what hisdefinition of progresswas, how hisopin
ion could represent the prevailing view in China,

and whether this sense of progress|acked the nec-
essary self-reflection. “Yes,” A-Me repliedwith
out any etymologica or philosophica equivoca-

tion. “Our village used to be so poor that we could

only have onemeal aday.” A-Me began turning
the cups straight up. “Now we are making more
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money, every family can afford threemeasaday.

But mogt are till not used toit. In my family we
have two mealsaday.” She started pouring tea.
“We have internet cafes in the town now, even
though I’ ve never been in one myself.”

Wait, progress cannot be this straightforward. |

remembered Gao Xingjian and hisencounter with
a Qiang-village elder in his Nobek-prize-winning
Soul Mountain. Inthebook, the Elder sang andent
Qiang epicsto Gao while Gao commented on the
beautiful Qiang language losing out to modernity.

The Qiang language doesn't have any written
script and can only be communicated verbally.
“What do you speak at home?’ | asked. “Si-
chuanese (adiaect of Mandarin Chinex).” A-Me
was once again indicating to usto take our cups.
“No Qiang language?’ | was getting somewhere.
A-Mei turned to look at me with her cool eyes.

“Not in the town. In the villages high up in the
mountain some still know the Qiang language.

Like in my family, my grandmother still speaksit
to us. We understand it but we don’ t know how to
speak the language so we answer her in $
duanex” She then tumed to the room, “It's diffi-
cult to learn and keep the Qiang language because
it doesn’t have any written script.” She paused

dightly. “Very soon nobody will know the lan-

guage anymore. Things are changing.”

She said it without the least hint of sadness and

proceeded to describe the many cardiovascular
benefits, among others, of the new tea in our

cups, her pigtail bobbing. For amoment | held on
to the image of the Qiang elder chanting epicsto
Gao Xingjian around a bonfire in a mountain vil-

lage. But then, | remembered how we Han Chi-

nese abandoned the traditiona literary Chinese
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and how the Europeans abandoned Latin. Who
am | to lament the loss of change?

Chengdu, Sichuan, July 19, 2005

Interior Sichuanese restaur ant—evening (tran
scribed from videotape with necessary editing).
My family of eight St around a table piled with
spicy Sichuan dishes. Aunt Lingling (early fifties)
hengs up a cdl on her mabile phone Aunt Lingling
(to me): “Sorry, your uncle Zhao can’'t come to
dinner. He swaiting to talk to a prospective em+
ployer”. Mom (early sixties): “Zhao should learn
how to hustle out there. He' s been out of work for
two years now” . Aunt Rongling (mid-forties, ag-
gressively to Aunt Lingling): “Your Zhaoisso old
school, and stubborn. He needsto adapt. Hecan't
stay hisold muteway. At hisold state-owned en
terprise, maybe that didn’'t hurt much. Now it's
all market economy. Everyone needsto fend for
himself. He should go out and meet new friends.
Why don’t you teach him that? He needsto set a
good example for his daughter”. She stares at
cousin Jin (thirteen yearsold, in apink skirt) who
quietly shovelsriceinto her mouth. Aunt Lingling:
“He il thinks the same way as in the 70s and
80s’ (chucklesawkwardly). In fact, sometimes|
fed like that way too. Mom (to Aunt Lingling):
“I don't know how you young people fed. For
me, | likethe 60sand 70s”. Me (holding camcar-
der, swerveto grandpa): “ Grandpa, which decade
do you prefer?’. Dad (mid-sixties, laughs):
“Grandpa likes every decade’. Grandpa (early
eighties): “Me? (Pause) | likethisdecade but I'm
getting old. If only | were younger...”. Momt
“What' s so good about this decade?’ . Grandpa:
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“This decade is quite good”. Aunt Lingling (to
Mom): “See, you can’'t even compare to dad”.

Mom “| dtill like the 60s and 70s. At that time
people lived harmonioudy, and were honest with
each other”. Aunt Rongling (impatietly): “Yau've
become dumber after the few years livingin
Shanghai”. Grandpa (pointing a Mom): “Y our
brainisgetting too old”. Aunt Rongling (her voice
up anotch): “In the 60s could you livein athree-
bedroom apartment like now? Could every fam-

ily take showers every night?’. Mom (waving her
hands): “I’m not talking about materid life. I'm
talking about the inter-personal stuff”. AuntLing-
ling (gently knocking the ceramic rice bowl with
her chopsticks): “Aiya, the economic base de-

terminesthe superstructure”. Grandpa: “Welive
inacommercia society, don’'t you understand?A

commercid society islikethis’. Aunt Rongling (to
Mom): “You need to change your old way of

thinking”. Grandpa (repeating emphaticaly):

“Commercia societiesarelikethis’. Aunt Ling-

ling: “ Our economic condition has changed, how
can people not changewithit?’. Mom edts, staring
ahead blankly. Aunt Lingling: “ Sigter, the human
relationship you like can't possibly exist intoday's
society. Impossible’. Mom swallows and makes
another attempt. Mom: “Materialwise, | likethe
current decade. But for the way people commu-

nicate with each other...”. Aunt Lingling:“Com
pletely impossible”. Dad has been quiet so far.

Dad (to Mom): “Thesociety isprogressng. Y our
way of thinking has stagnated at the level of the
60s and 70s’. Mom “I only hope...”. Grandpa: “In
the 60s and 70s the materid life couldn’t have
beenthisrich and diverse”. Aunt Lingling: “You
can’t continue to think that way” . Grandpa:“Only
inacommercia society can materia life prosper.
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Weall need to grasp the laws of economics’. Me
(swerves camcorder to dad): “ Dad, which decade
do you prefer?’. Dad: “ Of coursel likethe presant
decade. Lifein the old dayswas so boring. Y our
mom’sway of thinking is outdated” . Mom (cut-
ting in): “Like the maids in our days, for twelve
kuais a month, they diligently helped the family
raise babies. Now you can’t find a decent maid
even if you pay thousands a month”. Aunt Ling-
ling: “This is an indication that the society has
progressed. The economic base has risen”.
Grandpa: “You dtll look a themaidswith theold
perspectives. You should treat them with a new
one”. Aunt Lingling (to mom): “I’m just aprag-
matic person. For those things you can’t change
or gop, you have to acogt them. Like my husberd
has been laid off and I’'m about to retire with a
puny amount of pension. | haveto accept that. For
you, you want thisand that asyou would like. It's
impossible. You'd like to have people the way
they were in the old days, but a modern materia
life. That's totaly impossible’. Dad (chuckles):
“The economic base determines the superstruc-
ture”. Mont “Ok ok, | accept that” . Everyoneedts

Here

A different vigit

by Saverio Caruso
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About thirty-five years ago, in the eraof fanciful
love affairswith Ching avist thereingpired differ-
ent diariesand stories. Y ou set out from the West
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aready in love: not trying to keep your distance
from aworld you said you wanted to study, but
raher diminating evary fom of didanog nat mak-
ing the attempt to anayze and discussit, but rather
looking for confirmation of images you had a-

ready formed. Back then aswell, for different rea-
sons, it was “hard to make on€e' s voice unique.”

China, however, even stripped of dl idedizations,
seemed to be adifferent country. In that period,a
process of socialization was underway in every

field, aimed a expanding and degpening partici-

pation in the management of power and in forms
of saf-government, strengthening egalitarian dis-
tribution of wealth, and struggling against materid
incentives in every aspect of life. Political con-

sciousness and solidarity were present and visible
bath concretldy and symidlicdly. The dudy goup
| belonged to, which travelled Chinafrom northto
south in June 1973, through the cities and courtry-
side, was ableto seethe enormousideologica ex-
ertion that existed in the ingtitutions, made up of

men and women, and set up to tackle material and
human issues related to development in a poor
country.

Relying on people and on mutud aid was the by-

word proclaimed at every meeting. The party was
everywhere, urging on the campaign. The party

was there in the work brigade of Shashiyu, in

Hebei province, forced to pulverize the bedrodkto
conqguer abit of arable ground; it wasthereinthe
delegations of farmers visiting the brigade, each
carrying abag of soil asasymbolic contributionto
the struggle for advancement in a difficult envi-
ronment. On June 2, 1973, as| read in my journd,
we met with some of these solidarity delegations.
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The party wasleading thefight for the emancipa
tion of women, who a home, in the institutions,
and in the workplace, were called upon to hold up
half the sky; the party wastherein the organiza-
tion of labor, which aspired to create a liberated
relationship between man and machinein thefac-
tories, even ontheassembly line, as| saw with my
own eyes, the pacewasdow, infact, there seemed
to be no cdculation or monitoring of the pace at
all. The party assigned the heavier, riskier tasksto
the most politicized workers; thiswasthe case, for
exarnple a Sae Caton Mill # 2 in Bejing, whae
technological backwardness made the air impos-
sible to breathe because of dust from the cotton,
and the noise of the automated looms was truly
unbearable, making it impossible to even talk to
each other.

The party wastherein the city, organizing mutual
aid among families. A revolutionary committee
and twenty-five resdents committees, in a Bei-
jing neighborhood in 1973, would look after chil-
dren and the el derly in familieswhere both parerts
were working; what's more, they would go gro-
cery shopping for others, help children study after
schooal, take care of the house; elderly people
without children were hel ped with housecleaning
and laundering clothes and blankets, people
hel ped out at the health clinics (there was onefor
eachresdents committee) which were responsi-
ble for promoting good hygiene, organizing the
campaign to wipe out the“four pests’ (flies, cock-
roaches, mosquitoes, and rats), prevertingcartain
diseases, educating people about contraception
and family planning, giving vaccinations, etc.
Relying on people and on mutua aid: China, back
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then, was adifferent country; different above al

from the China described in Hao Wu's diary,

whichis gripped by gold rush fever, the byword
of “making money”, where everything isabout the
market, even the soul, evenlifeitself. A different
country, but definitely weighed down by asurfeit
of ideology. The meeting with the Communist
Youth League in Shangha (June 19, 1973) was
dominated by this kind of excess. The speech

made by the municipality’ s permanent represen-

tative in the League was a violent indictment of
Liu Shaoq, called “atraitor of the working class,

an enemy agent who has infiltrated the party, a
fraudster who has chosen the capitdist path”; Liu

was guilty of wanting to reduce the role of ided-

oy, & the dudy of MaxigmLeninam and Maag
thought was called, to expand the role of culture
and science as applied to theeconomy, and of Sat-
ing that young people should stop trying to fud a
classstrugglethat no longer had any basisin rea-
ity, and rather become experts in every field of

production, work, and life.

The Cultura Revolution (which no one taks
about in modern China, the very memory of it be-
ing farbidden), which mercilesdy quashed “Liu’s
revisonism’, had lost its virulence by 1973,

groups of Red Guards could be found everywhere
among the population, but they had quieted down,

and had amost ro purpose or importance. But

the surfeit of ideology persisted, and if you asked
(aswedid for an entire month) men and women,

young people and adults, about their persona as-

pirationswith regard to work and life, the answer

you got was arote formula, aways the same, in

the countryside, in the cities, in the factories, and
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in the schools: “1 will do whatever the revolution
here in my country, and throughout the world,

asks meto do”.

It sounded like a stirring answer, but a unique
Voice can pipe up evenin someonewhoisin love
with China, and at that point doubtswould emerge
about the durability and credibility of this sacri-
ficeof individua aspirations, which areirrepress-
ble, legitimate, and essentid to the development
of a human community. Thisunique voicewould
pipe up again when wetravelled through the coun
tryside on our visits to the communes, and could
see groups of schoolchildren and teachers, stu-

dents and professors, gleaning the fields in obe-
dience to the principle that students ought tojoin
ranks with the farmers, and intellectuals ought to
be re-educated through manual labor. We didn't
have the chance to ascertain to what degreethis
approach was based on the consensus of the peo-
pleinvolved, but these scenesin thefieldsin June
1973 were the result, if not of coercion, then of
ideologica pressure (later onewould cometo hear
of atrocious violence against intellectuas by the
Red Guards).

The sacrifice of individual aspirations and the
scenesof gleaningin thefieldswere meant to em-
body asort of political consciousnessinwhich the
collectiveinterest took precedence. However, seif-
lessness and self-sacrifice, unless guided by rea-
son and by respect for theindividual, can destroy
human freedom and dignity. And there was the
death pendty. Thedifferent Chinaof today, with
its over-commodification, may create wealth, but
it exploitsand corrupts men, destroys life and the
environment, and denies human rights. And there
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isthe death penaty. Wearetill in search of ade-
cent society, where thereisno placefor practices
and mindsets based on the exploitation and hu-
miliation of human beings.

In the eraof fanciful love affairs, | too was once
in love with China.

Here

Hao Wu'sdiary

notes from the present

Beijing, July 22, 2005

On my way to the Beijing Grand Hyatt today, |

was busy memorizing Chinese trandations of

Engish words One of nmy dose friends hed hdped
me get an English-Chineseinterpreter job at abig
seminar on online marketing. [...] At the semina,
| wasintroduced to avery young CEO of afamous
American sportsbrand’ s online subsidiary. When
wereviewed his didestogether during the bresk,
| asked why he included several graphs on the
monthly traffic to his website. He said he sus-
pected that the Chinese Internet companiesdonat
operate based on numbers; he wanted to remind
them of the importance of numbers. For a mo-
ment, | stared at him spesking in that childish or
arrogant (depending on how you look &t it) tone
of his[...]. | told the cEO not to spend too much
time on the numbers, knowing the Chinese Inter-
net companiestracked the same numbersastheir
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American counterparts. Then the conversation
moved on to his big plansin China, following the
now familiar logic—China has a big market, a
huge market (!); there's no category leader for

the segment hiscompany isin; they already have
manufacturing in Ching; they’ll win the market

once they decide to invest in marketing...

The ceo looks no older than 26. His eyes sparkled
when he spoke. He aso told me excitedly that he
had been tdlling his friendsto convert US dollars
into Chinese renminbi in anticipation of the ren

minbi’ s appreciation. Last night China unpegged
the renminbi’ s link to the dollar and the renminbi

appreciated 2%. “It’ sjust the start of thetrend. But
it sure feels good to get what I’ ve been saying
validated.” He then winked at me. “Know why |

waslatefor lunch?1 went to the bank and changed
alot moredollarsinto renminbi.” He had aready
converted some before the rise of the renminbi.

“The States are spending on credit from China.
Now the renminbi is appreciating, it would make
little sense for the Chinese government to cortinue
buying ustreasury bonds. And once China stops
buying ustreasury, theinterest ratewill goup and
then no more consumer spending.” Basicaly, he
was predicting the collapse of theus economyad
a continued rise of the renminbi. “That's why |

started learning Chinese two years ago. The fu-
tureishere, man.” He continued on in an excite-
ment amost like agitation. [...]

Beijing, August 9, 2005

| livein agated community in Beijing’ scBD, Cent
tral Business Didtrict. It isone of the many high-
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rise apartment complexes that are shooting upin
Beijing's posh neighborhoods, which are many,

catering to expats and rich Beijingers (don't ask

why I'm living there). Where live, theroomsall

have Western-style amenities, and the complex
has agym where half of the people exercisingare
white. Every day at the community gate and in

the building lobby, | pass by security guardswho
look barely out of their ens. They make 600

yuan ($ 80) amonth and always smile at me cour-
teoudy. My neighborhood is undergoing a dra-

matic change. To the south there's a complex

called soHo (Small Office Home Office), one of
the earliest high-rise complexes in Beijing mod-

eling after Western architecture and managemen.
To the west ae Gad Fdd and Wanda, two brand-
new communities consisting of commercia and
resdential buildings. To the east is a complex

cdled China Trade which will include a Ritz
Carlton and a JW. Marriott, in addition to some
of the most expensiveresidentia buildings, awa-
ter park and a huge mall.

One of the redl estate people | know predicted a
ditzy fure for the area There will be wide prome-
nedes dancing water fountains, and a huge happy
shopping destination for Beijing since every build-
ingintheareahasset asdeamall space. Thereal

etate price will continue to climb, of course, ac-
cording to him. But until that glitzy future arrives,
the area outsi de the gated communitiesisnothing
but China-style chaos. Congtruction cranesaredo-
ing their smooth but persistent dances in every

direction you look. Dust everywhere. Huge hill-
boards promoting new residentiad complexeswith
fancy Western nameslike“Upper East Side” and
“Yosamite' evaywhere Few obsarve trdfic rules
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During rush hours, donkey cartsfight with pedes
trians, bicycles, buses, private Audis, taxisand il-
legd taxisfor right-of -way; and the buses, private
Audis, taxisand illegal taxis angrily honk back at
the donkey carts. Traffic Smply stdls.

| find the chaos endearing. A daily reminder of
China sredlity for me who spend too much time
living in the comfort zone inside the gates. When
| walk to the subway station, | pass stalls selling
beef cakes, newspapersand fruit mixes. Infrontof
thesegtdlsareillega street vendors peddling eve-
rything from Tibetan trinkets, pirated copies of

popular or underground books, fruit, to cheap

cameras“directly from thefactory”. Scattered be-
tweentheillega vendors are beggars of all kinds
and shapes, some with their whole family, some
playing the Chinese traditiona instrument er hu,
some deformed and prostrating on the ground.

Pedestrians rush and stop haphazardly, causing
traffic jamson the sdewalk, asthe voices of ped
dlers and speakers from the stals rise with the
dust. Sometimes someone on the lookout would
spots the police coming near. Then the whole
sidewalk clears ingtantly, leaving waste paper,

rotten fruit and other garbage to the pedestrians.
Then last weekend the government camein and
cleared thetreesonthe sidewalk. The street isto
bewidened and thetreeswerein theway. When |

talked to the cab driver about this, he said: “Those
treesarepoplars. They areusdless.” | asked what
he meant by useless. Hereplied: “ Oh, they arejust
udess We ned wider dregs” At dimgr with my
expat friends from various gated communities we
lamented the disappearance of the trees. It felt
strangely spacious now walking on the street. And
the little trunks left above the ground pain the
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eyes. The Ritz Carlton is findly coming to the
neighborhood. | can foreseethe day, definitdy by
the 2008 Olympics, when the neighborhood will
be glamorous and clean and spacious and full of
happy shoppers. All the beggarsand peddiersand
donkey cartswill have been cleared off. I’m con-
fident there Il be new trees, young trees still grow-
ing tentatively. The area will be the face of the
new Beijing, an ided the whole country is aspir-
ing to. And dl the past chaos and the old trees
will have been gone in people’'s memories, in
cluding my own and my expat friends . For most
o us do enoy the carfort of Wesemndyle amen-
ties in quiet gated communities, which will con-
tinueto be the dream that will never cometruefor
most of the Chinese people.

Beijing, August 14, 2005

The film co-production I’ m working on assigned
avan to each department. Mr. Hong is our de-
partment’ s driver. The middle-aged Mr. Hong is
loud and vivacious, guffawing easily whenever
my Australian boss attemptsto speak Chinese. Y et
unlikethe other driverson theteam, he never lifts
up his T-shirt to cool hisprotruding belly, no mat-
ter how hot the weather gets.

“Housing in that area is very expensive. How
much rent do you pay?’ He asked point-blank
while out on an errand with me. | had just told him
I liveinthe Central Business Digtrict area. “Oh, |
havearoommate.” | hesitated, not sure how much
to divulge about my living dtuation. “We pay
3000 kuai (less than $ 400) each for a two-
bedroom.” The truth is we live in a small one-

p. 26



bedroom apartment, but | don’t want him to feel

that we have little financial sense. “ That expen-
sivel” He banged on the steering whedl whilethe
van squeezed itsway onto the highway. “Ah, Wu,
that’ s not very smart of you. Y ou shouldn’t pay
more than renminbi 1000 for an apartment.” Ap-
parently he didn’'t hear the “each” right after the
“renminbi 3000”. “That’ sok.” Strangersin China
constantly pry into your persona finances, o |

tried to preempt any further inquiries about my

current salary by stating; “1 had some savings
fromtheyearslivingin America” “America” He
said with adramatic sigh, shaking his head. “Wu,
if | wereyou, | wouldn’t comeback.” “ That’ snot
very patriotic of you.” | teased him because heis
employed by onebranch of the military. Heisus-
ing the van owned by the military to make some
cash on the sdewhen he’ snot needed at work. “|

don’t love the country (Ai Guo—be patriotic). |

lovetheworld (Ai Shi Jie).” Helaughed heartily.
“One of my friendsjust paid 120,000 renminbi ($
15,000) to goto Sen Frandsoo. | wish | could go.”

The van gtalled in traffic on the highway linking
the Third Ring Road to the Fourth Ring Road. The
smog was so bad that the air literally blended in
with the gray concrete high-rises al along the
highway. “What do you like about America? Most
of my Chinesefriendswho studied and workedin
Americawant to come back to China,” | asked.
Mr. Hong lit a cigarette, which | took asasign

that we would be stalled in traffic for quite a
while. “Look at this.” He pointed at the traffic
with his right hand, cigarette smoke coming up

from between his fingers. “Too many people in

this place. Too dirty. In America, | figure things
would be nicer. At least peopl€’ s mannerswould
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be alittle better.” He laughed again, self-depre-
catingly, asif trying to discount what he had just
said. “Maybe.” | thought for a second, about the
clean suburban shopping malls and shopperswho
rush between Wal-Mart, BestBuy and Gap. “But
the changeshere are sorapid. It’ sfasdnating...” |
pondered briefly if | should say “to watch” or “to
experience’.

“Y eah, fascinating al right. But in many aspects
it's not changing. Like democracy, | just don't
think we'll be able to see it in Chinain our life-
time. The Communist Party is very good at feed-
ing people. But...” Helaughed again, and dragged
asmoke. | wasabit dazed by this unexpectedtalk
about communism and democracy. Or maybeit's
because of the humid wesather. “Y ou work for the
military and they dlow this kind of thought?” |

probed tentatively. “1’m along-time Communist
Party member too!” He chuckled. “But | don’t
like some of things the party does here. Likeits
tight control over the media. Every news outlet
rehashesthe same propaganda. No wonder Amer-
icacriticizes us dl thetime.” “Why don’'t you go
to America then, like your friend?” | wondered
what the renminbi 120,000 was paid for—afake
marriage with an American, or aspot on asmug-
gler'sboat?“Y ou could drivetaxisin New York.”

“I wish | could.” Hegavealast drag ontheciga-
rette and put it out. “My friend speaks English. |

don't.” | thought about the impatient New Y ork-
ers and how they would treat an immigrant taxi

driver, and nodded. “My dream, “he sighed, and
immediately followed with alaughter, “isto drive
across America, to drive through al that open

space, to Alaska. | want to see the grizzly bears
and the snow peaks there.”
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| stared at thetraffic and muggy weather ahead of
us on the highway, and got logt in the dream of
Alaska—there we wouldn't have to hidein air-
conditioned vans and get stuck in traffic; the air
would be pure between us and the grizzly bears
and snow pesks. | waslost in my dream of Alaska
while Mr. Hong turned the air conditioning up a
notch, and started whistling a Chinese folk tune.
Grudgingly, the traffic began to move.

Arethere Here
firefliesin China?

by Marco La Rosa notes from the present

Hao Wu's diary generates a sense of despair.

Probably, though luckily, it' sdespair that can only
grieve someone my age. Becausel’moneof those
who made the 1968 protest movement. | ndeed, in
thoseyears| wasaMarxist-Leninist, or Chinese,
aswewould say for short. A sense of degpairthen,
but of a rather complex kind. In arder to better
explain mysdlf, | haveto refer back to some per-
sona memories.

The students committee of my faculty—that’s
right: ignorant and full of enthusiasm | took part
in the 1968 movement at the right age, while |

was at University—had to decide how to usethe
money we had. My proposal was accepted by ac-
clamation and we spent al the money on propa-
ganda: we bought aposter of President Mao from
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a Feltrinelli bookshop and hung it up in the li-
brary. When the Dean filed a complaint against
people unknown, he summoned usand, aswere-
spectfully sat in front of his desk fedling a bit
worried, he asked uswhether President Maore-
quired celestial beforeit.

| used to receive plenty of material from the Pub-
lishing House in Foreign Languages (Beijing).
There were badges, illustrated books, the four
volumes of Mao’ sWor kswith arice-paper cover,
thelittle red book in Italian and Chinese, a colour
megazine entiled “Chird’, a comics megpzine We
used to take it for granted that the material was
free, even though | can’t tell now what justified
our conviction; anyway, none of us Marxists-
Leninists ever paid anything.

When Mao died, | received a sort of invitation to
the funerals from the Chinese Communist Party
Committee. There was an announcement to all

proetarians al over the world, in which they as-
sured that the President’ s correct course of ac-
tion... etc. etc. And there was a photo of the Fu-
neral Committee commissioned to erect amauso-
leumn and publish the fifth volume of theWorksin
the photo there was Mao’ s widow, Jang Qing.

| went to the Chinese Embassy in Rome with my
daughter, who was then three, to give my condo-
lences. Therewasaportrait of the Helmsman,ad
lots of flowers, the Ambassador and the party

functionaries stood in line, tiff, with their faces
powdered like lots of Pierrots. As| waswaiting
for my turn, my daughter wrenched free and ran
towards the portrait, braking ranks. | recaptured
her as she was taking a flower; as | was going
back to my place, | noticed the quick gesture
with which the Ambassador had broken his own
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afliction and Founded a photographer who had
suddenly gpeared to capture that bit of loca

colour. And | started having some doubts.

| redlized that the Great Proletarian Culturad Revo-
lution had some disturbing implications. | reglized
that it was abit strange for anyone visiting Ching,
from Dario Fo to Richard Nixon, to come back
enlightened. | redlized that comrade Lin Biao's
betrayal too closely resembled a paace revoluion
| realized that those small pale pink armchairson
which the President received his foreégn guests
were hideous. In other words, | realizedwhet | hed
always known.

As| got back home from Rome, | found a new
version of theinvitation to the funeralsand of the
photo in my mail; Jiang Qing and the other three
members of what had become “The Gang of
Four” had been carefully erased and the back-
ground had been recreated by hand.

And so, back to my sense of despair. | could lie
to myself and say that it ensues from the last ef-
fectsof my own juvenileilluson. Andthereredly
isacrud irony in seeing where the ship of the
Great Helmsman has landed. Though thisis not
the reason for my despair. Or at least not themain
one. While reading Hao Wu' diary, | took notes
of the most striking facts. Here we go: domestic
tourism, smog, obesity, the comica side of cor-
ruption, the farcical sketch of policemen insgde
anillegal church, fakebrands, the grief of memory
and an inability to rationdize it, censarship.

I’ve dready seen thisfilm though. Y es, because
before making the 1968 protest movemat, |—ad
like me many others—experienced theEconamic
Boom, that sort of Great L eap which turned peas-
ant Italy into the seventh (sixth? eighth? fifth?
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tenth?) World Industrial Power. And | can clearly
remember the contrast between our bath tub at
home, wherel lay placidly taking care of my first
erections, and the horrible cubby-hole a my
Grandparents house in Sardinia, where, while
defecating, | could see between my legs chickens
coming in from who knows where and binging

on shit.

That’ sthe reason for my despair. How many Neo-
redist films will China give us? How many de-
nunciation documentaries? How many dead peo-
plein demonstrations? And how many dead peo-
ple a work? How much frustration, violence,
corruption and lying will grieve the Chinese?How
many dalects, cultures, universes will sink into
nothingness? Will there be a Chinese Pasolini to
miss fireflies? Are there fireflies in China? Will

our planet be able to bear dl this?

| just hope that, in the meantime, some Chinese
teenager can take care of hisfirst erectionsina
quiet, warm place.

Here

Hao Wu'sdiary

notes from the present

Beijing, August 23, 2005

11:00 am. In the van to the studio for morning
crew call with my two bosses. Late start dueto a
late midnight wrap last night. Read newspaper ar-
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tide onamedical “accident” where apatient died
in the hospital after a car accident because his
family was 100 yuen ($ 12) shat for a blood trans-
fuson. The family had 400 yuan total. A blood
transfusion cost 540. The wife begged the doctor
to take cell phonesand rings asdeposits. Thedoc-
tor said no. After the“accident”, the hospita pub-
lidy refused to admit fault, even after the reporter
pointed out an internal memo suspending the four
doctors involved. The family demanded 230,000
yuan (lessthan $ 30,000) compensation. The hos-
pital bargained it down to 30,000 yuan (less than
$ 4000). They settled. The newspaper asked—
How much is a human life worth in China?

Too heavy an article for a morning paper. Talk
with my bosses instead about the Peking duck
they’d like to have for dinner.

11:30 am. Arrive at the studio and have brunch
with the Western crew in the dining room marked
“Western Dining Room” on the door. There's
French toast, omelet, bacon, catmedl, fruit saad,
cereal, coffee and tea, among other things. The
Chinese crew eat Chinese congee, steamed buns,
pickled veggies and boiled eggs out of plastic
meal boxes out in the corridor. Apparently all
Chinese whose job involves English trandation
are included in the “Western” crew; but the pay
and benefits are far lower.

1:50 pm. Findly firgt shoot of the day after along
setup. The Chinese crew, about twenty of them,
rush off the set asif running away from aplague.
Thebdll rings. The Assistant Director calls“Ac-
tion”. I’m not needed on the set to assist with op-
erating a second boom mic. Very bored.
2:25-3 pm. Lunch. The*Western Dining Room”
serves salmon, quesadillas, beans, garden salads,
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cheese bread pudding, among other things. Deli-
cious food and civilized dttings. The Chinese
aew ed Chinee dir-fries aut of plagic med boxes
while squatting in the corridors.

3:30 pm. First shot after lunch. Have nothing to
do after laying the cable before the shoot. The
male and femae leads, both well-known stars
from America, passed by me on their way to the
set. They carry thisair around them which makes
them stand out. Or isit just in my head?

4 pm. Inthe van to the hotel wherethe boss stays
to fetch hislaptop charger. Mr. Hong, the driver,
yells the F word. The van just had an extreme
closecdl with abicycle. Mr. Hong curses* styad
peasant” at the bike rider. He says that the rider
probably would appreciate the chance to get

knocked down by a city car; the compensation
payment from the car insurance companieswoud
far exceed any amount he could makein alife-
time. The rider indeed looked like a migrant
worker from the countryside. Lotsof themin Be-
jing. | remember aconversation | had oncewith a
Chineselawyer friend about using compensatory
and punitive damages to curb businesses’ disre-
gard of customers welfare. My friend’ s opinion
was that it would only encourage the poor and

desperate to seek out accidentsfor thelega wind
fdl. Lifeis chegp in China, he said. I’'m longing
for the day when China can have the likes of $
250 million Vioxx [anti-inflammatory drug with-
drawn from the market because of concamnsabout
increased risk of heart attack and stroke] damage
awards without many rushing to kill themselves
for it.

5 pm. Back to set. Passby anewly-cleaned rest-
room marked “Western Restroom” on the door.
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The old restroom we' ve all used in the past few
days was always wet with water (or something
ese) on the ground. Sometimes people didn’t
flush so the place smelt redlly bad. Some Western
crew members complained. The“Western Rest-
room” ill only has squat toilets and insdeit still

dtinks. But at least it' squiet. | walk into theWest-
ern Restroom” without any hesitation.

8-8:30 pm Dinner in the “Wesem Dining Roon’.
Juicy hamburgers (and dry veggie burgers) with
salads and fruit and string beans. Chinese crew
edt in the corridor with their plastic meal boxes.
An American crew member comments on the
“Western Dining Room” note on the door. It's
racist and discriminatory, he says, it' sexactly the
type of things the civil rights movement was
againgt. |1 nod. The funny thing is, he continues,

inthis caseit’ sthe Chinese production office that
got theideaand put up thesigns. | nod again. We
Chinese al know that many of us have the ten-
dency to discriminate against ourselves. | wantto
ask him though—would you redly like to enjoy
the Chinese experience, including squaiting inthe
corridor at each meal and using a wet bathroom
that's sometimes not flushed? But | keep my

mouth shut.

12 am. I’ ve been holding aboom mic for thelong
scene we are shooting. Long dialogues. It'slate.
Everybody is tired. The actors constantly make
mistakes. The directors and assistant directorsand
camera operators are testy. |’ ve learned to rest
the long boom on my head during the long take,
rather than holding it up straight like agood boom
operator. | sill sweat like a pig during the take
but my armsare not as sore. A mobile phonerings
somewhere. The take is ruined. We start again.
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The male lead makes amistake. We start again.
A mobile phone rings. The Western assistant di-
rector stormsout of the set. We hear him scream-
ing—" Everyone turn off their phone! If a phone
rings again the owner of that phone doesn’t need
to show up for work tomorrow!”

12:30 am. Break before the next scene. Just
learned the two rings were from the same phone.
The Chinese production manager, apparently en-
raged by losing facein front of the Western crew,

fired the guy on the spot. The assgant filling me
in with the details also said that the guy was a
young kid from the countryside; he had a goofy
smile on his face and apparently didn’'t even un-
derstand what he did wrong when he was fired.
1:30 am. It’'s got to be the 10th take now of an-
other long difficult dialogue scene. I'm kneeling
right in front of the female lead and holding the
oun mic wp to adledt her sound. | can e the vans
on her arm and the creases around her wrists. It
feelsweird to be so close to afamous star. Asif
I’mintruding on the mysterious aurorathe celeb-

rities have been so carefully cultivating and guard-
ing. Up close, they are just like anybody else,

stripped off the effects of cameralighting, engi-
neered smiles and scripted interviews. | stare at
her. She's having difficulty finishing along line.
She curseswith the F word and then giggles. The
director comes and whispers into her ears. She
must have suffered alot in her own way, and now
she' sreaping millions of dollarsin return. | won-

der what her lifestyle is like, living from one

party to the next in the Hdlywood hills, around
damorous people.

| feel so keenly aware of both the smilaritiesand
differences between us. Everywherel look | see
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these smilarities and differences—the Beijingers
vs. the migrant workers from the countryside, the
Western vs. Chinese crew, the starsvs. the* nor-
md” people. | asofed keenly awarethat the po-
gtion I’'min looks like I’'m knedling in front of a
pedestal of a star and warshipping her.

2 am. We wrap.

3 am. Home in my comfortable bed. Dream of
Nicole Kidman: she'sin Shanghai shooting Wong
Kar-wai'snew film; wewalk into afancy restau-
rant chatting like old friends, her elegantly in the
Chandl dress she wore in the Buz Luhrmann
Chanel commercial. We sit down at a table and
look at the Bund. The night is beautiful; she is
beautiful. She listensto my dreamsand | listento
her loneliness after Tom Cruise. In my dream,
she's redly no different from any of my other
friends. And she’s not wearing any expensive
jewelry either.

Beijing, September 15, 2005

There had been two othersbefore | resgnedfrom
my assistant position on the movie production
set. Simon, the head accountant, |eft after being
fed up with overseeing the “ complex” financesof
the co-production. | didit in order to focuson my
own prgeds Yong's exause was something novel,
| thought at first, inthe current day and age. “ The
school informed me last week that | had to go
back for party education,” hetold me while setting
up the video monitor for the director, “it'snot like
we' re having much fun here anyway.”

“Y ou areaCommunist Party member?’ | dared at
him increduloudly. He was a second-year gradudte
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student at the Beijing Film Academy, looking no
more than 24 years old. He usually wore a tank
top to work and read comic books when he' snot
working. “Wrong decisonsin college” hesghed.
“I joined the party in order to get abetter job. You
would be surprised how many big enterprises,
even foreign corporations, would prefer hiring
party members. | guess we are somehow per-
ceivedasmorerdiable.” “ Surely you don’t need
the membership anymore. You aregoingto bea
director,” | helped him sort out the tangled video
cables. He had told me once that hewould like to
make fantasy films that entertain and sll. “Why
don’t you just quit the party?’ | asked. “I can't.
That would leave abig black mark on my persond
files, which would lead to many future compli-
cations. Like when getting ajob after graduating,
getting a film grant, and dedling with the film in-
dustry bureaucracy. Ah Wu, you' d been away
from Chinafor toolong.” He started laying cables
and followed the cables away from me.

Over theweekend, | called my parentsin Chengdu
to inquire about their fal vacation plans. The
summer trip to Ju Zha Gou had triggered my
mother’ surge for more photo-sngpping sight see-
ing. They had talked repeatedly about atrip to
Y unnan, arguably among the most exctic travel
destinationsin China. “ Oh we haveto postponeit.
Your father had to go back to his work unit for
party education,” my mother then moved on to
recount al theailmentsdiscovered inther recent
physicd examinations. “But dad’s retired!” |
couldn’t kelieve my ears. “What does the party
need himfor?’ And vice-versa. “It' snot thet bed,”
my father chimed in. “We only had to go back to
study when they called. Maybetwo to threetimes
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aweek. It garted in August and will last probably
through November.” “What do you study?’ “The
progressiveness of the Communist Party.”
It'sonly then that | started to realize the scale of
thiseducation. It’ s nation-wide, but apparenty not
much publicized, if a dl. Isit like the anti-spirit-
ual pollution campaigns in the 80s? No, my fa-
ther replied—they were till studying documents
from the party and having discussons; they hadn’t
reached the stage of criticizing other party mem-
bers and sdf-criticism. Some not-progressive-
enough party members would be asked to leave
the party, my father said. “But aren’t al party
membersmore or less corrupt nowadays?’ | won
dered if my father dso saw theirony. [...] “Andin
any case, why can't you just quit the party and go
enjoy your retirement?’ | added. “We can't do
that!” my father exclamed and my mother
laughed. “What would the work unit think?’
“Why doyou care?Y ou areretired. They can’t cut
your pension.” Redlly, | did not understand. “And
all our colleagues and friends,” my father contin-
ued ptiently, as if explaining to a 10-year old,
“they would be talking behind our backs.” They
probably would, that | know. But, “why do you
cae?’ | persisted. “Ah son, you don't undergand.”
They both laughed. [...]

Beijing, September 18, 2005

[...] “Metropalis’, an Englishtlanguage maga-
zine with an dl-Chinese staff except for an
American editor. [...] Thepublisher wasawarm
and talkative Beijing lady in her 40s. “How about
abook on the cultura dilemmas of overseas Chi-
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nese who live comfortable middleclass livesin
America?’ | proposed while we were discussing
the hyper-competition in Chinds publishing
business. She had just proclaimed that “the com-
petition is intense in China, much more intense
than in the us. Infact, it's brutal!” “My instinct
is,” she countered in that fast and emphatic style
common among Beijingers, “it won't work.”

“Why? Aren’'t Chinese aways interested in and
aspiretothelifestyles of Chinese overseas? Par-
ents are aways sending their kids to foreign

countriesfor education, hoping amuch better life
for thekids. It' stime for them to be told that the
redity isnotdl rosy.” “But you see,” sheassumed
this dightly condescending you-don'’t-know-
China air, “Chinese people don’t want redlities.
They want dreams and fantasies!” We shared a
laugh at her exclamation, and she continued, “the
more you tell them that the outside is wonderful,
farther than they could reach, the better the book
will sall.” She blew back astreak of hair that had
shifted over her forehead during the laughter, “I

tell you what will sdll in China Y ou go to Amer-
ica and interview some young and successful
geniuses. Of course not famous ones like Bill

Gates. Everyoneknows hisstory already. Givea
positive account of how the geniuses cameto be,
and every parent in Chinawill buy the book.” |

laughed hard at the familiarity of her observation,
“yeah, | know, my parentswerelikethat with me
and they are doing that again to my niece.” “See,
thisisChina,” she chuckled aswell, “everyoneis
scheming to better themselves, to associate them
selveswith better people. That' swhy socid clubs
are so popular in China. People making hundreds
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of thousands want to meet their likes so they can
help each other make more. People making mil-
lions soddize with ahas meking millions [...] If
you could write a book on how to prepare kids
for high society, that would definitely sdll!” [...]

Beijing, October 24, 2005

It's 10 am in the morning and I'm listening to
KQED (the San Francisco public Tv/radio station)
streaming online and doing my part-timejob. Di-
rectly ahead outside the window of my study, two
construction cranes are waltzing away on the site
where two business towers will stand one day.
Behind them is the soaring Beljing TV Tower in
construction, itsempty metal framesglistening in
the morning sunlight.

NPR [Nationd Public Radio—us] isdoing ashow
on obesity and dieting. First they interview the
director of Super size Me[adocumentary filmdi-
rected by and starring Morgan Spurlock, an
American independent filmmaker. It follows a
thirty-day time period—February 2003—during
which Spurlock subsists entirely on food and
items purchased at McDonad’s]. The director
summarizes his 1.5-hour documentary in thirty
seconds—he atethreemealsaday at McDoreld s
for thirty days, he supersized every time he was
asked; he gained weight and suffered headaches,
trouble with breething, high cholesterol, and many
other hedlth problems. “McDonad’s hasthere-
sponsihility to inform its customers of the danger
of itsfood” he exclams. [...]

The program then moves on to an expert of some-
thing, who lambasts the diet industry for conspir-
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ing to fen the hydeia about weght loss He dams
that there is no clear-cut scientific evidence sup-

porting the position that obesity by itself causes
health problems. Getting on and off dieting does
more damage, he says. Lastly a femae writer

comeson. She' sfat, shestruggled with dieting al

her life, now she’ sresigned to be fat and be proud
of and positive about it. She hates her friendsand

relatives who constantly pester her with sugges-
tions of the latest fad diet. Nobody talks about
public health, dtatistics, or any sort of data. It's
very personal, subjective and, to many, engaging.
Right by my laptop on the desk sits the latest

“Time Out Beijing” magazine. It opensto thear-
ticlel wasreading on the modern architecture Be-
jing is ferocioudy building. A Western architect
lamentsthat Beijing isin danger of becoming, like
New Y ork, an ultra-modern wasteland of archi-
tectura mediocrity. Outside my windows, the
cranes continue their languid dance in their con-
spiracy to transform Beijing into this mediocrity
(cometo think of it, New York isredlly not that
bad, isit?). Theradio show isnow interviewing an
American sumo wrestler who's huge in size.

| have asudden attack of where-am-I-nowconfu-
son|...]. Onthe other end of the Internet (does
the Internet have ends?) isAmerica, af uturethat
Beijing issprinting towards. It'safuturein which
Beijingers will have more modern buildings, eat
more McD hamburgers, become more obese, and
have talk shows discussing the persona opinions
on dieting. Based on the number of fat business-
men and government hureaucrats roaming the
streets every day, it seemswe are alreedy hdf way
there.
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Beijing, November 9, 2005

When we moved into our new three-bedroom
gpartment, our friend Clayton reminded us every
chance he got, “oh oh, you've got to hire Xiao

Luo asyour ayi (maid). He' s so good at cleaning,
doing laundry, and everything else in the house-

hold. He even pays the phone bills for you. And

he needs the money right now cause his wife is
pregnant with their second baby”. Clayton isthe
kind of friend who'd drag you to his newly-dis-

covered restaurant of the month and keep organ
izing dinner gatherings there until you agreeit’'s
oneof thebest in Beijing. He' d talked most of our
expat friends into hiring Xiao Luo. So bowing to
peer pressure, we hired him as well.

Weliked Xiao Luo immediately after we all met.
He' s short with a dark complexion, and always
ready to put on a smile when spoken to. His po-

liteness was so extreme that it made me uncom-
fortable. For it seemed to remind me how big a
gap exists between us. Our dry cleaner wasn'tim-
pressed though. “Why do you hire aman maid?’

sheasked when | made one of my last tripsto drop
off dry cleaning now we have Xiao Luo. She had
just met him earlier that day when Xiao Luo

picked up some clothes. “Cleaning isawoman’'s
job,” shesaid. | smiled and didn’t bother to protest
her sexist comment. Unlike the hourly maidswho
are mostly inexperienced country girls, Xiao Luo
cleaned the rooms like my mother would, leaving
no trace of dust behind. He agreed to cometwicea
week and we pay him $ 75/month. Twiceasmuch
as the hourly maids, it's well worth it.

The second time he came was a Sunday. He did
laundry for usfor thefirst time. Ashewasfoldng
all the underwear neatly on our bed in the master
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bedroom, | asked him about his background (he
came to Beijing six years ago from Anhui prov-
ince), how he followed his wife into the ayi
service (the restaurant business he was first in-
volved in wastoo competitive), and how they are
managing a second baby with the family planning
policy (“weareallowed to havetwo babiesin the
countryside”). Then he turned to me, “Mide, how
should | separate out the underwear for youtwo?’
The quetion dumed me for a beet. | thought Xiao
Luo should have a decent gaydar running since
he' d worked for over two years for Clayton and
his partner. Clayton only has a sofa bed in his
guest bedroom which is only pulled out when
guests come. Surely Xiao Luo couldn't have
thought that Clayton and his partner dept in the
same bed to save on the heating hills during
summer. “Mister, what should | do with the un-
derwear?’ Xiao Luo asked for the second time.
“Oh,” | snapped out of my wondering, “just leave
it there. We will sort it out ourselves.”

After Xiao Luo left the bedroom, my boyfriend,
who had been watching nearby, turned to me,
“What happened to you? Are you not the outest
person | know?’ | had often lectured him on the
merits of coming out to his straight friends, and
ultimately, to hisfamily. “I... | just don’t want to
confuse him.” | picked up the inderwear and
stuffed it into adresser drawer as my boyfriend
laughed. Theissue kept on coming back. On sev-
eral subsequent occasions Xiao Luo asked simi-
lar questions on whether he should separate dry
cleaning, socksand shirts. Every timel gave him
the same answer, “Don’'t worry. We will sort it
out.” And my boyfriend kept on making fun of
my closetedness.
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| still don’t understand why | feel embarrassed to
come out to him, especialy after coming out to
my family and now anybody who bothers to ask
me any trivia question about my relationship
status. Isheredlly that clueless? He never had to
make the bed in the guest bedroom! But for Chi-
nese who often grow up in cramped living space
where several would share the same bed, this
may not appear that strange. Same-gender bond
ing can be really close without raising eyebrows.
Many in the educated classin Beijing have heard
of homosexuality which they regard with curios-
ity and/or disgust. Nevertheless, in the Sanlitun
embassy district, one can often spot off-duty sscu
rity guards, mostly from the countryside, holding
hands while gtrolling in their uniforms. Xiao Luo
looks just like that, innocent and smple. | didn’t
want to disturb that innocence.

A couple of weeks later, Xiao Luo helped us or-
ganize summer clothes and put them away in
storage. My boyfriend pulled out several long Ts,
“these I’d like to keep for the winter.” Xiao Luo
grabbed them and stood up, “I'll go put them in
the guest bedroom’ swardrobe for you then.” As
soon as Xiao Luo went into the guest bedroom,
my boyfriend gave me an evil stare and stamped
his foot, “This is my apartment!” Xiao Luo had
apparently assumed | wasthe owner and my boy-
friend, who bought the apartment, was the one
subletting. | laughed as my boyfriend continued to
seethe with anger. “ Y ou' || haveto do something”
he said.

A week after that one of my friend was comingto
vigt for aweek. | took thisopportunity to instruct
Xiao Luo that we needed to empty out the ward-
robe in the guest bedroom and put al the clothes
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of ustwo in the master bedroom. “ Everything?’
Heasked. “Everything.” | affirmed. For the next
hour, | felt he avoided looking at me when he
passed by meinthe apartment. Or wasit me?Re-
gardless, he never asked again whether he should
separate out anything for us from then on. Now
we can admire the neatness of our underwear,
carefully folded and organized in the drawersin
the master bedroom, without feeling the dightest
embarrassment about explaining anything.

Beijing, November 13, 2005

Let's say Mr. and Ms. Lee had been friends of
your family for along time, maybe sincethetime
you were born. Maybe you had been their only
son’ sbest friend since high school, the two of you
having gone to college, then to the us together.
Let’ssay that Mr. Lee sson hated to visit China,
because he hated the rotten Chinese family hehed
SO evay time you went bedk to Bejing, you waud
vist Mr. and Mrs Lee out of sympethy. And evary
time, they would tell you the same old stories the
way they would to their own son [...]

Mr. Leewasborn in the 1940swhen the Japanese
armieswere still galloping over China. Hishome-
townin the deep southwest escaped the bombing,
and hegrew upintherelatively peaceful country-
Sde with three sstersand two older brothers. His
mother passed away when he was little but his
stepmother was kind. His family was poor, but
not starving like many of their neighbors. They
had a small parcel of land on which the family
worked hard. Mogt familiesin Mr. Leg svillage
shared the same last name asthey all descended
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from abig family that the Qing government force-
migrated from Hubei provinceintheearly 1700s.
After the liberation in 1949, the farming village
rode through numerous political movements. The
peasantswere classfied on the sca e of poor, mid-
level and rich peasants and, the most despised,
landlords (in the cities, the classifications were
workers, intellectuals, and cadres). The locd com-
munist-party officidsbranded Mr. Lee sfamily as
mid-level peasants, but in the late-fifties changed
ittorich peasants. Mr. Lee’ sfamily, once consd
ered class-neutra, became dightly anti-revolu-
tionary. However, at least they were not labeled
landords Thaes one family in the village thet hed
someextraland and hired other peasantsto work
onit. They worked hard themsdalvesand paid their
hired handsfair. But during land reform the head
of the family was executed and the wife and the
kids lived on with nothing to their names.

Mr. Lee grew up well-protected by the family.
The youngest and the only one smart enough to
go to high school, the whole family pinned their
hope on him. He would be the one bringing honor
to the ancestors and the family. He had the | east
amount of household chores. Sometimes dter
school he had to feed the chickens or walk the
water buffalo. He would read textbooks on the
back of thewater buffalo asthe animal swaggered
itsway aong rice fields.

When Mr. L ee passed the college entrance exami-
nation in 1958, it was great joy to the entire vil-
lage. Findly a college student from the village.
Findly the Lee family had a good son that made
them proud. Mr. Lee packed the small bag of his
and went to Beijing to attend atech universty.His
third brother, the one closest to him, gave him a
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fountain pen, aluxury item he had never had and
cost afortunein those days, especialy to apeas-
ant. His whole family told him—we cannot sup-
port you financidly that much since you'll be liv-
ing in the big city; but no matter how hard, re-
member thefamily isbehind you, supporting you;
no matter how hard, finish cdlege and make the
family proud.

So Mr. Lee worked hard. He didn’t have to pay
tuition, but he had to scrambleto pay for hisliving
expenses. His brother-in-law, the husband of his
oldest sister, sent him five kuai a month, a hand-
some amount inthose days. Bookswere luxuries.
Food wasaluxury. In 1959, during the Great L egp
Forward, they were as starved asthe rest of the
country. For along time they had only amed a
day. The memory of hunger stayed with Mr. Lee.
Even nowadays he would save ey Idtover from
every meal. After graduation he was assigned to
work as an engineer at a migrating construction
company. He had afew happy years. Hemade a
small sdary out of which he would send home
some. Heloved sports, especially basketbdl. Then
it camethetimefor him to get married. A courtry
boy like him wanted very much to marry a pretty
city girl.

In 1966 the Cultural Revolution started. In 1967
he met the future Mrs. Lee. Mrs. Lee was aso
borninavillagein the 1940s. But her father went
to Beijing and got ajob as an accountant. He es-
tablihed hmsdf there When Mirs Lee was twdve,
he moved the entirefamily to Beijing. Mrs. Leg's
mother had two more girls after moving to the
city. But Mrs. Leeremained her dad’ sfavorite. He
would go to school to pick her up and carry her
home on his back, even when she's aready a
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teenager. Even though financidly her family only
got by, she grew up a proud city girl.

After high school Mrs. Leegot ajobworking asa
lov-levd dek a the condrudion compery. When
Mr. Lee courted her, she hesitated—she sheauiti-
ful and has many suitors; he's handsome and has
arare college degree, but he’ sfrom the country-

side. A peasant. A laborer. Probably with abig

extended poor family that's siphoning dl his

money away. Many counseled against their rela-
tionship. Their family backgrounds were differ-
ent—her from aworker’ sfamily, himarich peas-
ant, borderline class enemy. But there was chem-
istry between the two, and he was nice to Mrs.

Legs family. He gopeasred to be a depadddle men,
Mrs. Lee thought. So she married him.

Alas, that wasthe end of the happy stories. Let’s
sy Mr. Lee woud tdl you, sghing. After the mar-
riage, Mr. Leedowly found out that Mrs. Lee had
astrange and explosive temper. It’sinthefamily,

he suspected, witnessing how Mrs. Lee' smother
treated her father. Mrs. Leg, like her mother, was
diligent and hard-working at making thetiny nest
clean. But she’ salso turning into her mother, con
trolling, exacting and warting her way or no way.
No nono. Let'ssay Mrs. Leeoncetold you when

you werewith her done. That’ snot true, she said.

Alas, how | wish | could talk to my own son who
lived so far away now, shewould sigh. Let’ssay
Mr. and Mrs. Lee treated you like their son be-

cause they needed someonetotell their storiesto,

in their fading days. Y ou suddenly remembered
that their son once told you—he ran away from

all the storiesto keep his sanity. [...]

They wereretired now. They spent most of their
time inside their apartment, cleaning. Mrs. Lee
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wanted her apartment sparkling clean. She ccv-
ered everything with plagtic. Thefurniture needed
to be wiped every day. The floors needed to be
mopped every day. And the clothes needed to be
changed and hand-washed every day. Mr. Leewas
directed by Mrs. Lee every day to do these house-
hold chores. And cooking. He only had a little
freetimeat night, to watch alittle basketbdl. .. .]
Mr. Leefought alot with Mrs. Leeinthefirst few
yearsof their marriage. | didn’t expect her tenmper
to be like that; if I had known, maybe... he hes-
tated. He said he stopped fighting with her after
their son was born. He said he had thought about
divorce. But hewanted hisfamily to betogether.
Moreover, in those days, the party rarely approved
divorces; those who succeeded usualy had to go
through alengthy re-education processand carry a
bed name far the res of thar lives So Mr. Lee gave
up fighting. He wanted to save face. [...]

That affected Mr. Lee at their work unit. He saw
his peas thoe with cdlee degess gt pramated
one by one. Hethought it was because of hisfam
ily background, the dight-anti-revolutionary rich
peasant |abel. He wrote repeatedly to the work
unit’ s party secretary to expresshisloyalty tothe
party. He wanted badly to be admitted into the
party. He thought that’ s the only way to get pro-
moted. Let’s say you remember your best friend
oncetelling you about reading thoseletterswhich
he had discovered by accident. Let’ ssay youre-
member him telling you that those letters were
pethetic. Thet generdion, thet inexplicable red gan
eration. After the cultural revolution, Mr. Leefi-
nally got accepted into the party. The work unit
gave him afew chances to manage projects. He
got promoted, but till at amuch dower pacethan
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his peers. One day, he findly garnered enough
courage and approached hismanager. After much
hestation, the mereger tdd him—it's your wife if
you could not manage your homewdl, how could
the work unit trust you with demanding work?
Hewas angry, angry at hiswife. But the years of
bottling up sedled the outlet of hisanger. Themost
heart-breaking thing, let’'s say he would tell you,
was actually not about the job. It’ sabout hisfam-
ily inthevillage. Mrs. Lee had forbidden Mr. Lee
to bein contact with hisown family. How come?
Let’s say you would be shocked. One day, Mrs.
Leetold you her version of the story—that when
she was pregnant with the first child, Mr. Lee's
stepmother cameto the city to help. But Mrs. Lee
had to take care of her, with her belly huge andgo
around buying cigarettesfor her, because the tra-
dtions of the countrysde demended thet the daught
ter-in-law show respect to the mother-in-law.
Let’'ssay Mr. Leewould tell you the contrary—
that when his step-mother arrived in the city, she
carried eggs and fruit and gifts from family, ina
huge basket on her own back. She tried to help
out in her awkward countryside way which Mrs.
Leedetested. Then Mrs. Lee got f uriouswhenMr.
L ee paid more attention to his step-mother, out of
filid tradition, than to her. From then on, when-
eve Mr. Lee contacted his family, Mrs Lee would
throw afit. From then on, whenever therewasa
rddive vigting Mr. Lee from the vilage Mrs Lee
would throw afit. The relatives dowly stopped
coming. [...] Let'ssay youwould seetearsin Mr.
Lee'seyes. [...]

Let’' ssay youlooked at histeary eyes, you wanted
to cry. Let’s say you would like to tell him about
persona freedom, happiness and the courage to
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seek them all, the notions that the younger gen-
erations grew up with. But you look around &t all
themarriages, al the persona strugglesyou know.
Y ou are old enough now to feel theweight of hu-
man stories and tell the complex of rotten Situa-
tions, old enough to know that the same story is
being replayed over and over dl over China. What
ooud you sy? Let's sy you desparady try to sy
or do something, to maketheir livesbetter, if only
atiny bit better, what would you do? What could
you say?

Beijing, November 21, 2005

[...] On Tuesday and Wednesday | interpretedfor
an American reporter. The organization heworks
for isdoing an dl-out live reporting series on the
“new” China. The reporter interviewed the CEO
of Dangdang, the largest B2C e-commerce com-
pany in China The office of Dangdang was as
shebby as the govemman buildng of a poar Hebel
county, with thewalls cracking and the heatingso
high that peopl€e’ slips were also cracking, which
led me to suspect that Dangdang, for dl the hype
of the Internet’ s huge potential in China, isstrug-
gling financially. Of course the ceo still danced
around the sametune of China sgreet Internet f u-
ture. When the reporter asked to interview afew
employees, theceo dided afew numbersand as
signed severd to beinterviewed, who, not surpris
ingly, sang great praise for Dangdang.

On Wednesday we visited Dangdang’ swarehouse
in southwest Beijing, tucked in a neighborhood

which carried no trace of the hustle-bustle of the
metropolis but rather resembled the poor Hebel
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county in my imagination. The warehouse itsdlf
looked a bit like the Fox studios from the outside.
There sno conveyor belt or computerized system
shuttling goodsin the warehouse. Y oung workers
from poor countryside pushed cartsaround to co-
lect goods from the seves ad rdayed them to the
shippers. The shippers manualy put the goods
into plagtic bags, sedled the bags and dropped

them in a pile which then got relayed to the box-
ers. The boxers put the bags in shipping boxes
which the posta service shipped dl over China.

“The employees get paid by the itemsthey ship
out. If they make a mistake their pay would be
deducted. On average they would meke 1200 yuen
($150) to 1500 yuan amonth, which to these kids
from the countryside is a huge sum.” The Vice
President of operations explained to us matter-of-
factly when | asked about how the employeesget
paid. “They arenot officialy Dangdang’ s endoy-
es But we do pay for medicd insrance” “Where
do they live?’ | trandated her answer to the re-
porter and asked another question. “They dl live
around here.” The vP paused asthe reporter re-
corded some sound near the assembly linewhich
sped up since we walked near. She then added,

“The rent here is cheap. For 100 yuan ($ 12) a
month you can rent aroom in abungalow, which
they share.”

“Ah.” The reporter and | both marveled at the
cheap price. The areawe live in commands rent
of $600to 3000. “Isthere heating herein thewin-
ter?’ The reporter asked. “No.” The vp replied
plainly. “It’snot pleasant to work hereinthewin-
ter.” We observed the busy fingersover thebooks,
the plastic bags and the shipping boxes dlently
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for abeat, then started off towards the office The
reporter asked hislast question, “how come you
guys don’t have a barcode computer system to
lower the chances of mistakes?’ “ Oh, we areget-
ting one,” thevp opened the door for us, and then
told us quietly before we entered, “ Unfortunately
some of them will lose their jobs.” In front of us
in the office were girls and boys, seemingly in

their 20s, many with aflush in their cheeks, per-
haps from having worked too long in the fields,

working away in asemi-disorganized way around
the printers and the computers. [...]

Somewhere Here
close by, asphalt

by Andrea Inglese notes from the present

This is a series of poems written or reworked
around thetimethat | wasreading Hao WU’ sdiary
entries. It is not intended as a commentary or
counterpoint to the latter. Thereissmply apara-
Il relationship between them, based on theidea—
anything but new—that geographic distance can
matter and aso not matter in the least, given the
congtants of contemporary urban capitalist civili-
zation. Far and wide, distant or close, Itdian,

French, or Chinese, wewalk on crusts of asphalt.
In the crowd. No longer sure just what memory
is, or if thereis athread to follow.
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1

| can’t help but ook at all the asphalts,

with wonderment, relief,

in the delicate exertions of crossing the street,
of making one’' s wary way, the crowd

evenly scattered out, and brisk young people
with backpacks or shoulder bags and old people
dowing the flow, who in their thoughts

are forced to halt, the varieties

of agphalt, every one, the long laid strips

il black and shiny, furrowed, and old

patches, cracked or burst, with layers

of grey mortar cropping up, and the dates,

all the carved-in dates, of one patch

or another, of an exhumed pipe,

or of braided cable in fresh aortas

among the entrails of dectricity and plumbing...

These asphalts,

now that | study them, take pictures,

and dream at night of painting them

on wide whitewashed walls,

open up like folding screens or stage curtains.

These asphalts are purer

and more burnished than the sheer cliffs
and cusps of skyscrapers,

they hold more history than the air,

and are more mysterious and deep

than the ingdes of lined-up cars

when a passerby peersin,

they are more fragrant than the petrified
bark of acaciatrees.

All of our final traces,
innermost struggles,
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pressing biological needs,

are stuck there, dumbering,

as though in gluten, waiting for

ayeast that never comes,

the onions or squashed frogs, digestive
dudge, dried-up egg yolk,

the clots of paint, mysteriousinitias
drawn in chalk, shoestrings,

teaspoons, peta's, doorknabs,

and gabs of food, fruit ped, carrots
grated by a hed, the nails,

powerful nails encircled

by red paint,

the very last nails

that may be holding it all

down, pinned to a crust

to something that is il terrestrid,
ancient, prehistoric, before

it al dips away with life,

the whole scaffolding, partitions, bottoms
that dide and come apart, the lightweight jungle
of commodities, and the cement shells
that live barely longer than we do.

2.

Here everything’'s atotal sham, they’re so naive,
they think | haven't caught on,

that | don’t know they’ve al been trained,
those kids behind the chain-link

fence, when they talk

with dtered voices like shamans

that magpie, in aflimsy-looking em,
emitting an electronic noise,

stuck fast to the apparatus

of its branch.
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A TV drama explained

the purpose and average length

of the hunt, when animals are not
enough, and men must

feed other men through their work,
or eseit was the fable of achievements:
transoceanic cables, glass bridges,
hoverchairs. Other phenomena,
like plane crashes, panic

attacks and falls off balconies

can with very little effort

be memorized.

Someone is making mental notes

of even the appointments we

forget. The epidemic

that has been going round for years

is not visible to the naked eye.

In the mirror | play dong: | see
afacethat | have learned to recognize,
in fact | make it mine each time | speak,
athough the words

float up from peculiar

waters, which is why they reach

the surface blurred.

Sometimes they don’'t even

make it past my lips.

3.

Look at them, going down doggedly,

and surrendering with every step, and forgetting
things beside them, behind them, just afew, all
that they have, a newspaper,

a packet of seeds, aplastic
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cup, but forgetting names

aswell, even of people

close to them, going down with them,

with water up to their groins,

and then seaweed and dirty foam

up to their chests, and then, with the pressure,
shortness of breath,

when even vision starts to fall,

they go down dl the way, heads submerged,
until they capsize, dl

bearings logt, the light

dimmed and green, no

chance of coming back up, ever again.

4,

At any point in time

we may have bungled it al: as others have
before who are now old or dead,

the errors looming enormous in their lives.

And in ours too, everything

begins to bloat awry,

and sidelong glances are darted

towards the stedl of the sink, through the glass,
a the chairs pulled up around the table.
Tickets for some brief transport

must be pulled out of pockets, lists

of numbers or places better forgotten,

and postponed deeds, like stroking the cat,
fixing a broken lamp,

aphone cdl to someone

whose psychologicd profile

is growing more unstable and treacherous.
Everything will be solved, for now,

with a purchase: the whole morning
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will be devoted to it, and looking

a what' s rotting in the puddles

or blackening the plaster

will aso bring relief. With the hope
of acomplicit smile

from the cashier.

5.

You've kept al your deaths inside,

the massacre that they made out

to be useful, free of bloodshed,

by-the-rules, those few, their own, that they know

how to turn to such profit, while you go round,

pounding on this door and that door, you run,

digging adark gouge, and if you fdl, or sweet

it really happens, and the pain and swesat are yours,

grasp it tight, they say, it's all a matter of the grasp,

the silence of the grasper, that’s where the secret lies,
but it's a secret you betray, when you muster your deaths
within your belly, you fedl them, celebrate each one,

with the due anger, that’s all that you' ve got left,

asthey are quick to tell you, you're done with your anger,
and it is profitless, it hampers and muddles the race,

but you do not grasp anything, any more,

you have decreed the end of all secrets

your poverty is visible and deafening.

6.

Thereisapoint that will not move,

and will not grow, diabolicaly

close, o close you could say itisinsde,

and poisonous, like a disease,

that makes everything shrink,

so that under a powerful constraint of gravity
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even the lithest of poplars must bow down, or maybe
that’s not it,

maybe as the final ruse, it's outside, just beyond,
the shadow of something, or someone dive,
dark paint under throat and eyes, in awhite coat
or acowl, coming closer

by one millimeter a year,

then coming into my face

with dl his malignant thoughts,

“The things around you,” he tells me

“crumbled long ago, if you grab hold

it isonly so you yoursdlf

can complete the lag,

freeze the last image, switch off

the lights after the blackout has come.”

Here

Hao Wu'sdiary

notes from the present

Shanghai, December 6, 2005

We wrapped up shooting a 3 am Sunday morn-
ingin Old Town Shanghai near the' Y u Garden. It
was freezing and | was hugging my latte tightly.
Thewater truck was coughing itsway through the
streetsto create the effect of arecentranfal when
| had arevelation—"See,” | said to afellow assis
tant standing next to me while pointing at the
lightsand the extras that were producing theillu-
sion of abusy happening neighborhood, “we shot
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in modern skyscraper districtslike Pudong and in
old neighborhoods that are being preserved for
tourism purposes only, and then we shop this ca-
lage of extreme contrastsal over theworld. Au-
dienceslook at theimages and probably think this
represents the intriguing and enigmatic modern
China. But how about the mgjority between these
two extremes? We both know that for most Chi-
nese, lifeis not in the glamorous Grand Hyait or
smoking water pipesin old buildings with decay-
ing beauty; rather, life hereisin boring apartment
buildings with routines of going to work, cook-
ing, trying to make more money, marrying and

divorcing, just like everywhereelse.” My insight-
ful observations depressed both of us. We sighed
in mutua sympathy—*Hollywood. What do you
expect?”’

Thelast two days saw some crew members party-
ing thar heeds dff in hip dubs with African Ameri-
can DJs, some hurriedly getting on aplane back to
LA, and othersexcitedly preparing for tripsto Be-
jingand Xi’an. | cringed every timel heard some-
one talking about “seeing the real Chind’ asif a
few days with Lonely Planet is the holy grail to
understanding this country. Thenit’stimefor me
to sit down and plan my Christmas vacation. |

thought of visiting Thailand. | checked main-
stream tourist-info websites and those for back-
packers. The former told in sweet tongue why

Bangkok is a must-see because it epitomizesthe
modern Thailand. The latter screamed that Bang:
kok is not real Thailand; for real Thai cuture and
people one hasto go north, go to the countryside. |

sneered at both—how could there be only oneredl
Thailand? | told mysdlf not to succumb to the
temptation to arrange my itinerary around images
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| had seen previoudly in movies and on the Dis-
covery Channel. So | did moreresearch. | visited
epinions.com and read traveler testimonials such
as“wemet acouple of Thai peoplein arestaurant
and we had avery interesting conversation. And
oh my god what aniceway to know thered Thai-
land”. | sneered at their naivety. But till | had to
comeup with anitinerary. What do | hopeto do—
understand Thailand in 10 days? Whereto start?
Which guide to follow? | imagined Thailand as
this giant animal that could be an eephant but |
could only touch its rough skin briefly to figure it
out. After afew more hours of reseerching, | gave
up. What am | expeding ayweay? For dl my gipes
on foreigners custom-fitting Chinainto their own
fantasies, | wasin nomood to seethe*rea” Thai-
land on my vacation, at least not the part of high
HIV infection rate, sex davery and wide wealth
gap. For most of us who sample cuturesin fast-
food fashion during brief vidts to foreign coun
tries, travel seems primarily to vaidate our pre-
conceived expectations. It’ saleisured entertain-
ment activity. Why should it be much different
from Hollywood? There' s a bar in my neighbor-
hood in Beijing called “Want Travel?” and it has
all the Lonely Planet guides. | decided thisweek-
end when | fly back to Beijing, | would sit down
with the guides and plan my Christmas vacation
accordingly.

Beijing, December 21, 2005

| woke up latethismorning so | hurriedto get my-
self acup of coffee, start Yo-Yo Ma sBaroque
music and begin writing. Between coffeesipsand
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writing fits, | glanced at the sunny day outsdeand
through my window, the same view of the shiny
new Bejing TV Tower in construction.

At 9:40 am my cdl phonerang. Thecal wasfrom
anumber | didn’t recognize. “Hello?’ | ansvered.
“Hi. Inour hotel we havetwo girlsnewly arrived
from our hometown. Would you be interested in
opening their bags?’ a rather mechanic female
voice camethrough theline. The connection was
not very good. [...] So | asked, “What opening
bag?’ “You know. Virgin girls,” she mumbled.
Oh. She'sasking if | would beinterested in pop-
ping the cherries of two virgin girlsfrom the coun
tryside. “Where are you calling from and how did
you get my number?’ | managed to ask one more
question despite my disgust. “Weareinahotel in
Zhongguancun [the Silicon Valley of China lo-
cated in northwest Beijing]. You left your num-
ber with usonce,” she said. Then she finished off
quickly, “If you areinterested, just givemeacall.”
And she hung up. | couldn’t go back to writing
after thecal. [...]

Right by my Igptop, in apile of junk on the desk,
lay abusiness card which was pushed undernegth
our door yesterday. On thefront wastheface of a
beautiful and demure Chinese lady with the text
“private care”. On the back it listed the different
kinds of massage servicesthey offered. | diaed
their number to confirm my ingtinct of it being a
sex service. After abrief greeting with a sweet-
voiced lady, | went directly to the point. “What's
this Spanish Cavalier serviceyou are offering?’ |
asked. “It's a specia kind of oil massage,” the
lady answered. “ Specia inwhat way?’ “Heehee,
you areavery direct customer,” shegiggled. “It's
amassage done with a body part that men don’t
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have.” *Y ou mean breasts?’ But | could not see
how massage could be done with breasts. “Hee-
hee” shegiggled somemore. “ Just come over and
you'll know. Not breastsfor sure. We have many
girlshere. Y ou can talk to them about servicesnot
offered on our menu.” “But still, what femae part
do you usefor Spanish Cavaier?’ | was olbsessd
with finding theanswer. “Haha,” shelaughed out
loud this time, “you dtill don’t know or you are
just playing with me?Y ou are avery funny man.”
The conversation ended without me able to find
out what Spanish Cavalier is.

| was|eft dazed by the two phone callsthismorn
ing. Sex was being pushed about for sale in this
great capital of our communist motherland just
like every other commaodity, with abundant avail-
ability and a market penetration that leaves no
stratum untouched. | knew | shouldn’t have been
surprised but | was grinding my teeth with anger
because this market penetration was ruining my
writing. [...]

Beijing, December 23, 2005

[...] Thismorning | interviewed Gao Zhi Sheng,
a famous dissident lawyer in Beijing. When |
read the New Y ork Times article on his struggle
with the government on December 13, | wasfas
cinated by his guts and thought his ongoing liti-
gations against the government’ sviolation of the
citizens rightsanatura and engaging story arcfor
a documentary. | saved the article and contem-
plated contacting the reporter for Gao’'s contact
info. But | decided not to intheend. | didn’t want
to get me or my family into trouble with the gov-
ernment.
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This past weekend, at a Christmas party organizec
by an expat reporter friend of mine, | bumped

into him. [...] Gao was extremely open to my

idea of a documentary. [...] So this morning |

hauled my filming gear to his office which was
mostly empty now after the government took

away his permit and shut down his practice. For
two hours he told me cases after cases of the
government totaly disregarding the laws it had

written itself, cases after cases of the powerless
being slamped on. [...]

When | got my gear together to leave, he invited
meto go to an underground Christian servicewith
him on Christmas day. It suddenly dawned on

me—to continue filming him would drag meinto
avery political stuation which could lead into regl
trouble. But not to continue meant al my previous
emoting over the poor and the less fartunate had
been just empty menta exercise over Starbucks
lattes. And the battle of thoughts exhausted me. |

had and have no plan to be political. But how can
| maintain an apoalitical state of mind in the pres-
ence of Gao?[...]

So today | asked Hoo, a self-made entrepreneur,
“Is China really as corrupt as Gao acuses?’

Hoo's answer was “No, but...”. The communist
party does not have “evil” intentions, but 98% of
the government officials he had dealt with were
corrupt. They frequented prostitutes, asked for
bribes, and took judicia procedures into their

own hands. [...] He had frequently bribed offi-
cidswith thousands of renminbi in“massage’ gift
certificates.

| dumped into a depression in the black leather
sofa. The giant TV screen in our room was flash-
ing beautiful pop starswith their fancy hairdosand
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simple happy tunes. We could hear loud off-key
singing, or more accurately, howling, from the
neighboring KTV rooms. Evenat 1 pm, the place
was buzzing with entertainment.

Hoo, in the low lighting in the KTV room, looked
amost philosophica. “Nobody likes the system.
But we have to make money. Sowe makedo,” he
commented without the dightest trace of distress.
How | warnted to retreat back to my apolitical

well-kept apartment in my well-protected conplex
then. China, beneath the veneer of glamour, is
busting with rotten flesh. And the sad part isthat,
as long as people can keep on making money,
they wouldn't care; and that if and when we get
over this phase of rotten flesh, the injustices, the
voices of despair and indignation, al of them will

be forgotten.

We went out to the buffet table for our second
round. The speaker system wasforcing anever-
ending verson of Jingle Bells on us. Waiters
moved about under red joker hats. Y oung patrons
checked thefood traysin their nice clothes. Eve-
rything looked rosy. Everything looked prosper-
ous. Everything looked hopeful. In that cozy
Christmas atmosphere, | wondered if we could
be apolitical without having to close our eyes.

Beijing, December 27, 2005

My first experience with a Chinese underground
Chrigtian church was very above-ground; infact,
twenty floorsabove. | went therewith afriend on
Christmasday. We arrived at an apartment com
plex just outside the fourth ring road at 2 pm. The
buildings looked no different from any other dot-
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ting Beljing's expanding footprint—new on the
outside, but quickly decaying on the insde. My
friend gave me a quick jolt once we got in the
lobby. He scratched his head, “Darn, | forgot
which floor it is on. 18 or 20?7’. Then he asked
the security guard, who was dressed in somekind
of police-like uniform with a heavy cotton army
coat on the outside, “Comrade, do you know on
which floor the underground church islocated?’
| thought we were going to be arrested right then
and there, but the guard only replied impatiently,
“What underground service? | don't know any
here” We took the €evator to the 18th floor,
which was his first guess. He buzzed an apart-
ment. Thelittle window on the top of theiron se-
curity door opened. A gruff male voice asked
what we wanted. My friend asked again, “ Com-
rade, do you know on which floor the under-
ground church islocated?’ The gruff male voice
replied that there were no Chrigtiansin the build-
ing. We climbed up the dark stairs to the 20th
floor. His second buzz opened the door to the
underground church set up in an apartment. The
living room, now acting as the chapel, had no
decoration except for asmall crossononewal, a
poster of Christ’ sresurrection on the second, and
ahuge Chinese character Loveonthethird. At the
deep end of the room stood a tiny podium under
the cross, and the rest of the room was packed
with chairs. Worshippers streamed in dowly as
the service started until the room was jam-packed.
The crowd seemed younger on average than the
kind vigting the officid churches. Altogether
there were about 40-50 people, including a mid-
de-aged woman who cried during hymns, acou-
ple of trendy-looking young girls, a few from
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Hong Kong, a hip-looking young artist type and
one older guy who dozed off during the service.
A grave-looking, middle-aged, overweight man
with along wild beard gave the sermon. He ap-
peared to be some kind of writer, and was very
eloquent. He preached for love and peace and
humility. He claimed that Christianity was the
best religion after he compared it to dl the other
religions he knew; the difference—the immacu-
|ate conception of Christ. He bashed democracy
for itsinnate lack of a higher good. “Look at the
democracy in Taiwan. It'slike afarce. Democ-
racy brought out the worst in us,” he exclaimed,
while swest stained through his shirt. The centra
heating was turned unbearably high. “We need a
higher good to guideus,” hesaid.[...] All indl, it
was vay dmilar to the savice a the dffidd church.
| couldn’t see why the government would ever
want to suppress underground church services.
The only reason possibleisthat the Chinese gov-
enmet ddikes ayone o ay argaizdion gpanly
proclaiming ahigher loyaty to an entity aboveit-
sdlf, which the underground churches ardently do.

Beijing, December 28, 2005

Since Deng famoudly declared that “to get richis
glorious’, the only money that my Chinese com-
patriots still refuse to take seemsto be servicetips,
which is bizarre becausefirst, it's completely le-
git, and secondly, it does not hurt anybody inany
conceivable way.

When | first moved back to Chinain the summer
of 2004, | was congantly intrigued by the mili-
tary-styletraining of restaurant taffs. Depending
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ontherestaurant, the training might happen inthe
morning or afternoon, or both, and would consst
of someform of group exercise and apep talk by
the manager on duty. The manager would urgethe
staffs to do better and admonish those who lagged
in performance. Those chided would blush and

stare emptily at the wall, or a clock, or the man-
ager'stie.

| found the scene intriguing sinceit brought back
some not-so-fond memories of attending schools
in China and receiving paramilitary training in

university. | had got used to rude American wait-
ers and ill feding culturaly pressured to pay

them 15% tip. Thus | often wondered out loud

why the restaurantswould subject their poor staff,
who gets paid very low wages, to such undigni-
fied treatment, often in public view.

My Chinese friends would explain that thisbeing
China, the staff was mostly from the countryside
and often lacked proper manners. They had to be
scolded straight. Still, why not encourage custom:
ersto tip them? In a market economy, shouldn’t
we promote money as the ultimate motivator of
good, or just market-acceptable, behavior? So |

ingst on tipping whenever | fed likeit. Most res-
taurantswould not run after meif my friends and
| left some smdl change on the table after dinner.
But if | explicitly stated that | would liketo leave
atip for their good service, dmogt dl thetimethe
waiter would just blush (or giggle) and push back
the change.

Oneday inalocd Xinjiang restaurant, | askedthe
Hui waitressif their bossforbade them from tak-
ing tips. She lowered her head to her chest likea
school girl in front of her teacher, and mumbled
something like “We are happy to serve our cus-
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tomers’. But her eyes kept on looking back to-
wards a fashionably dressed woman whom | took
to bethe owner or manager of therestaurant. An
other day | tried to tip the delivery boy from Jenny
Lou. It took five minutes (ok, I’ m exaggeraing) of
pushing hands before he finally accepted my ten
kuai.

So it wasrefreshing to find at an upscale restau-
rant chain serving over-priced Sichuan food and
boasting interior design by afamous European de-
signer that they automatically add a 10% service
charge to the hill. It was especially refreshing
since my banker friend wasfooting thebill. When
thewaitresstook my friend’ scredit card, | asked,
for no particular reason, “thewait staff will get this
service charge, right?” No, she said, it would be
added to the revenue for the night. The staff got
nothing.

As an ex-capitdig-in-training, I'm dl for free
market economy under ahedthy lega system. But
in current-day China, | fed there existsthis pre-
tense of serving the people, Lel Feng style, in or-
der to make money, Wa-Mart style. It pissesme
off, big time, that the bosses are reaping a dis-
proportionate share of the benefits, asking thelit-
tle guys to smile and be content, and then taking
away what ought to belong to thellittle guys. It is
time that the government come out and state em-
phaticaly—receiving tips is glorious, and pass
laws to make sure it happens.

Beijing, December 31, 2005

I’ ve been pitching an ideafor adocumentary se-
ries on the Olympics lately. Theideaisto follow
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eight Beijing individuds in the last two years of
Beijing's preparation for the 2008 Olympics. No
discussion of palitics. No criticism of the govern-
ment. No prostitutes, or AIDS patients, or displaced
migrant workers. Just eight smple individuals as
their lives are being impacted by China s whirl-
wind development, and Beijing’ sfrenzied buildup
for the Olympics.

| sent a Chinese synopsisto a Chinese production
company. Thegenerd manager liked theidea. But
he’s very concerned with words in my synopsis
like “impact” and “reflection”. “ That sounds too
palitical. Can you changethem?’ he asked. | sent
the full proposal in English to another production
company under the State Council Information Of-
fice, an organization under the Ministry of Pub-

licity (originaly Ministry of Propaganda). A week
later | called the producer back. Her verdict?“It's
too political.” Best. “Y our proposa sounded like
those from the West,” she added.

| scratched my head to figure out what’ s political

about my proposd. Is it the “It will explore the
complex socid and cultural changes brought by

China s rapid development”, “the series will en-

courage the viewers to draw their own conclu-

sionson China’ srise asanew economic and po-

litical power”, or “the filmmaker intends to pre-

sent the complex economic and cultural redities
in Chind’?

If the word “reflection” by itsalf raises darm, if

any discussion of the status quo is considered po-
litical, then honestly | don’t know what’ s so great
about having thousands of billionaires and mil-

lions of carson theroad (I know, | know, people
need to be fed). [...]
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Beijing, January 9, 2006

When George Bush visited Beijing recently, | was
in Shanghai trandating for an American produc-
tion company that was bringing akick-ass music
production to China. | had completely fargotten
about hisvisit until | arrived at the famous outdoor
Xiangyang market with agroup of American co-
leagues Knodkoffs of the mogt imous brands were
nowherein sight. Instead, hustlers approached us
in hushed voices, “North Face? North Face?’, or
“Bags? Watches?’, very underground commung
style.

We decided to follow ashort guy in afake white
Adidas track suit. His gelled-up hair, spiking in
al directions, happily bopped as he walked, since
he would get a cut of al our purchases. We
walked around the street corner, into a narrow
adley between two apartment buildingswith laun-
dry hanging over us, up adark wooden stairway
and finally into a tiny room. Knockoff watches,
wallets and bags were stuffed on the shelveslike
deformed Barbiedolls. | asked the“ salesperson”
why this covatness dl of a sudden. Presdant Bush
was in Ching, he sad, 20 a sedd “work team” wes
vidgiting from Beijing and confiscating knockoffs
in the open market.

“Oh shit. This looks so fucking real!” One cd-
league gasped because the Rolexes and the Lv
bags look no dfferent from the real ones he and
hiswife carried. With it began my weeklong re-
sponsibilities of taking group after group of cd-
leagues to that same market, sometimes two to
threetimesaday. Pretty soon my trandation ser-
vice was rendered useless, for when haggling,
there’ sno such thing asalanguage barrier. A few
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daysafter Bush | eft, the “work team” went back
to Beijing and dl the knockoffs surfaced out of
dark plastic bags. My cdleaguesbought Rolexes,
LV bags, North Face jackets, Mont Blanc pens,
pashminascarves, and Tiffany jewelry. Most fin
ished their Christmas shopping there. [...]

| had stopped buying knockoff stuff awhile ago,
because firgt, it was mostly crap, and secondly,
everyonein Bejing and Shanghai was carryingLv
bags and wearing Nike shoes. In China, brands
mean everything but also remarkably little, since
aVersacejacket literally means stitching aVer-
sace logo on asimple jacket. Thus, it was weird
watching my well-off American caleagues, who
could afford the real things, haggling over $ 1 for
afake Mont Blanc pen.

Thelast day beforethey al left, we went back to
the market for the last time. The famous brands
disappeared again. [...] | amost wished that the
Bush government would just leave the knockoff
marketsin Chinaalone. First of dl, crackdownis
futile. Secondly, if Bush is truly concerned with
spirituality, what better way to help people see
through theillusion of commercialism than flood-
ing the market with knockoffs? With increasing
internationa travel and gift-giving, that gospel

would travel wide and fast.

Beijing, January 16, 2006

| fell adeep whilewaiting for the copsto come. |
hed paned to vist a family church in Heba prov-
ince over the weekend. On Thursday, however, |
heard that on the previous Sunday, severa cops
harassed the family church in Beijing that I've
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been following. They visited the church after most
of the congregation were gone, and copied down
the 1D card information of the person in charge.

Nobody could be sure whether the copsweretar-
geting the church itself, or they were smply fd-

lowing a couple of the prominent dissidentswho
went to the church. Nobody could be sure either
whether they would be back the following week-

end, because they didn’t leave any clear warning.

| decided to wait and see, in that underground

church set in a two-bedroom apartment twenty
floors above ground.

After the opening prayers and hymn-singing, the
preacher addressed the congregation of about

twenty crammed in the smdl living room. He

asked everyoneto help look for anew apartment
for the church, asthe current landlord refused to
renew thelease, perhaps under police pressure. He
stressed that the church would continue to wel-

come everyone, including those attracting unde-

sirable government attention. Then hewent onto
read and explain the Bible. After listening toiit for

ten minutes | wat to the next room and fdl adep
on the sofa

| woke up twenty minutes|ater, after dreaming of
mysdf heroically going tojail for doing the docu-

mentary. | g-abbed my camera and headed to-

wards the living room. Just as | was wondering

how long the preaching would continue, a loud

knock hit the door from the outside. Everyone
turned to look at the door. Usually when abdiever
comes, a buzz from the security intercom down-

sairswould precede the door knock. Theair froze.
| turned on my camera. The door was opened. In

cametwo copsin uniformsand two menin plain-

clothes. The cop in the front started in a mild
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manner, “One of your neighbors ccmplained to
the local police station that you are causing adis-
turbance here.”

Everyone considered that alameexcuse. A coude
of believersvolunteered to cdl the Environmentd
Agency. “ They can come and measure the noise
level of our singing and praying. In no way could
we be disturbing our neighbors. Plus,” they ex-
clamed, “al of our neighbors know we are hav-
ing achurch service here. Why would they cal the
cops instead of directly talking to us?’ The cop
didn't know how to respond. The man in the
brown coat stepped forward, “Don’'t you know
that having a church gathering is illegal?’ That
statement immediately draw heated regponsefrom
the believers. In the audiences sat a prominent
human rights lawyer and a Ph.D. student in law
at the famous Beijing University. China s consti-
tution guarantees religious rights, they said.

“1 know you guys would be saying that, so |
brought this.” The man in brown coat waved a
booklet with the nationa insignia on the cover.
“These are the regulations on rdigious activities
in China What you cited is just one line in the
Condtitution. Thisregulation fully explainswhat’s
alowed by that line. Did you guys register with
the local police as a religious group?’ The law
student’ s agitation went up anotch. We are get-
ting petitions for the nationa congressto review
the congtitutiondlity of theselaws, hesaid with his
fist held tight. Another chimed in that the con-
gregation was not a religious organization, but
rather a casua gathering, thus not subject to the
government regulation.

| kept my camera rolling the whole time, about
two meters away from the center of actions, ina
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state of surreal daze. Variousthoughts bubbled up
in my heads. “Oh my god, | can't believe I'm

filming the cops suppressing the family church,

inred time!” “Oh shit, the cops seem way too
reasonable and aticulate. And calmer than the
bdieverd | nesd more vidousess Fless?” “What
should | do now shot-wise? | have zoomed in and
out, panned left and right. What else can | do to
make the fina viewing more drametic?’ “Why
are they letting me continue filming? Why? This
isunreal!”

| stood there asif watching mysalf filming alegal

debate in front of a Supreme Court that China
doesn’t have. | felt dmost sorry for the brown-
coated man who' s not equipped to argue with the
legal scholars. “I’m not hereto expel the group. |
just want to warn you about theillegdity of gath-
ering here)” he proclaimed with an aoofness
whichcould beinterpreted asathreat or mere bu-
reaucratic perfunctoriness. No, the group coun-
tered—it’ syou who barged into a private prarise
illegaly with no warrant or permit.

He then asked to see everyone's ID. The group
responded no again—China slaw stipulates that
the citizens be required to show their IDsonly to
those with a court warrant. The brown-coated
man’s cool peeled off, layer by layer, with each
argument helost. He checked around for atarget.
Then he saw me. “What are you filming?’ he
ydled. “You ae invading my imege rights” “Hey,
I’m doing a private video on this church. You

cameinto thispictureyoursdlf,” | answered half-
heartedly. As a huge fan of the rule of law and
the courtroom dramasin theus Supreme Court, |

wondered if indeed | was invading on hisimage
rights.
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“Turn it off, damn it.” With that he took hold of
my camera, “| want you to erase the part with me
init.” 1 hold onto my camera. Isthat areasorgde
request? But those are my good shots! The group
showered him again with more legal enlighten-
ment—as public employeesworking for the gov-
ernment, copsdon’t haveimagerights. | could see
the frustration boiling in the brown-coated man.
Hefound hisoutlet in me, the only legal weakness
in this unfortunate expedition of his. He dragged
meand my camerainto the room next door, where
| had been napping ten minutes earlier. “Give me
the damn tape!” He screamed.

| fought to keep my hands on my camera. Isthis
redly happening? What isthis? Am | heroicaly
fighting with a vicious cop? Or should | doserve
the law and give him the tape, which he may
truly have rights to? Would it be ethical to show
footage of him even if | ended up keeping the
footage? Why didn't any of the books on indie
filmmaking discussthe ethical issuesaround deal-
ing with cops? What does the law say? Oh how |
wish China could have area Supreme Court to
clarify issueslikethe proper ethical ways of ded-
ing with a cop. Oh my god, I'm going tolose my
good shots! How can | keep it? How can 2!
Garbage thoughts kept on popping upin my brain,
making me dumb and confused. | kept saying no
to him, without even knowing no to what. The
brown-coated man finally yanked the cameraout
of my hands. “Give me the tape!” He fumbled
with the camera but couldn’t figure out how to
open up the tape deck, thanks to Sony’s ingen-
ious design. He swung the camera around in utter
frustration. My expensive shot-gun mic was dan
gling below the camera, till attached viaacable.
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Hekept on twisting and banging the camerato get
out the tape. “Damn it!” He stared at me with a
piercing anger, “1 warn you. Don't cross us!”
My out-of -body legal rumination suddenly evap-
rated. In that brief moment, | stopped seeing the
complexity of modern China, and quit playing
with the constitutional issue of religious rights. |
could no longer sympathize with him becausehe's
merely a puppet in thisinsecure system of politi-
cal and cultura ideologues. | looked into his eyes
and saw atrace of evil glinting over hisrage. Not
the evil of the Communigts, of the oppressors, or
of Satan; but ahatred, out of deep frustration, and
a desire to destroy, both of which seem to have
deep root in our culture, and in the current political
system with no reliable legal recourse, are unhin-
dered by anything except for a consciousnessthet
nevertheless could be easily crossed to reveal the
evil indl of us.

“Give methefucking tape, or there goesyour ex-
pensive camera.” He held the camerahigh. | was
transfixed by the sight of aman sent on amission
to hinder and possibly destroy, holding my carera
with al my good shotsin it. He was determined
to accomplish something before calling it quits,
and there’ d be no legal recourse or appeal to what-
ever ended up happening. Between losing my
good shots and losing my camera plus the good
shots, | chose the former. | gave him the tape.
They left. | stood in the room kicking mysalf—I
should've been more strategic! | should've
switched tapes every five minutes! | shouldn’t
have acted so greedy, asif | wereinvesting inthe
stock market! The rule does apply everywhere—
what sounded too good to be true probably ig
When | went back to the living room with my
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cameraand anew tape, the copswere gone. The
preacher was leading another prayer. He ex-
pressed great joy that none of the congregation
ran away for fear of the cops. He told the group
that they would continue to gather even though
the cops would surely come back to harass them
again.

They prayed.

| kept filming.

They prayed for God' s guidance on overcoming
the odades They prayed for the many persecuted
in the countryside for their beliefs. They prayed
for the cops. Many cried.

| kept filming.

Still adevout atheist, | felt my noseitching to snif-
fle. | didn’t know whether it was from mere ex-
haustion or from witnessing the real human drama
right in front of my eyes, in red time.

| held back the urge to sniffle and kept filming.

Beijing, January 24, 2006

Before | went to the seminar on Memory and L it-
erature last Saturday, | had lunch with afriend of
afriend who’ swriting an article on the urban Chi-
nese for a British newspaper. She asked what |
thought of the generation gaps. I'm not familiar
with the mindset of the younger generations, |
said; my observation was that they seem more
into materiaism, consumer culture and individu-
alism. | hastened to add that | consider those good
traits. Between ideology and consumer cuturg I'd
chose the latter any day. China appears to have
too much baggage on its shoulder—history, na-
tionaism, glory and despair. It’'sliberating to see
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young people able to live fredy, unlike the older
generations, able to live for themselves without
the burden of memoriesfor once, | commented.
After lunch | dragged my cameragear to the San
wei Bookstore for the seminar. | had planned to
stay only for an hour. A few writers from the
church I’'m following for my documentary were
going to be there. | smply wanted to shoot some
footage of them in action outside of the church.
Asl waited, the audience gradually streamed into
the spacious meeting room on the second floor of
the bookstore. Thelantern lights and the Ming (or
Qing, pardon my ignorance of Chinese furniture)
furniture gave the room an elegant air of the tra-
ditionally learned. The organizers had invited a
dozen guest speakerswho sat around two long ta:
blesin the center. Therest of the room was soon
filled with eager readers, afew of whom had to
stand up in the aide.

The host started by thanking everyone for their
courage in attending, because there were cars
parked outgde belonging to plainclothes cops Savw
eral foreign journdistswere present. At that point
| realized that the bookstore was the same onethat
housad Da Qing when she gave a ataled report of
thefailed effort to stop the gigantic Three Gorges
Project. My camera seemed to be constantly pull-
ing meto the political hotspotsin Beijing. The os-
tensible purpose of the seminar wasto discusstwo
memoirsrecently published. One author wassick
so the talk was mostly on the other one, in which
the author, alady in her fifties, recounted the suf-
ferings of her dad, once a government minister
and one of the biggest rightists condemned by
Mao in the late 1950s, through the Anti-Rightist
movement and the Cultural Revolution. Most of
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the speakers praised the publishing house' s cour-
age to publish the memoir in China, even though
it had to be censored, thus shorter than the one
published in Hong Kong.

The afternoon ended up being an emotiondly-
charged three-hour shoot for me. The guest spesk-
ers, al prominent writers, literary critics, scientids
and philosophers, denounced the system’ s attempt
to stifle peopl€ sexpressionin literature, to censor
thetruth in news, and to prevent people fromre-
membering the past. “What great misfortune of
you having to be Chinese?” The literary critic
guoted the exclamation of He Zuoxiou during his
speech, “He Zuoxiou lacked any human decency
when he said that. But he expressed the truth—
what great misfortune!” He choked up. “Being
Chinese means you can't hear the truth, nor can
you say thetruth. Thisisan enormoustragedy. So
in my opinion, any fictional and non-fictiond lit-
erary work hasto share one common characteris:
tic—it hasto tell the truth.” The critic was once
the head of arebel group in the Cultural Revolu-
tion. He had witnessed the deaths of many friends
inthefactiona fighting. Now he'strying to com-
pilealist of the dead. He frankly admitted that he
didn’'t get modernism and post-modernism, te-
cause Chinese literature could not even enjoy the
basic expression of the truth.

Some speakers commented on the philosophical
and historical aspects of preserving a ration's
memory. Most, however, expressed outrage at
Chinese being unable to talk about our past. An
old scientist from the Beijing Universty told his
story of being arightist for twenty years and wit-
nessing the deaths around him in the labor camp.
He choked up and paused for many times. The
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host had to cut his speech short to allow othersto
speak. A writer with wild hair reminded the au-
dience that memories are forbidden not only to
therightists and the counter-revol utionariesfrom
the Cultural Revolution, but also to the peasants.
Even worse, because the peasantsdon’t havethe
writing skills, they can’t even write down their
sufferings, publishable or not. He banged thetade
several timesin rage. For he's a peasant’ s son.

When the guest speakers finadly finished their

round, many in the audience raised their hands
high up in the air for their chance to speak. A

middle-aged woman humbly started her story:

“Today I’m very nervous because I'm very ex-
cited from hearing al the stories. Ok (to the or-
ganizer), | know | only have three minutes. My
father isin his 90s now. Hewasan old rightist, a
historical counter-revolutionary and a current
counter-revolutionary. Still today he hasn't got
rid of these three hats. What | want to tell today.
I’'m aready very moved.” She started sobbing. “|

want to say something about fatherly love. My
father suffered so much. | want to talk about child-
hood memory. The clearest one | have. At that
time, therebels, the Red Guards. | wasvery little,

just afew years old. My entire family knelt in a
singlefile on theground, infreezing winter. It was
so cold that the ground cracked. We knelt on the
ground. We were very poor then, because my fa
ther had those three hats. Then my dad said thisto
the head of therebel group. He said, my youngest
daughter is very young, an she be dlowed to
dad wp ingead of kneding on the freerng groud
and catching cold?He hadn’t evenfinished... Be-
cause | wassolittle, | didn’t see exactly how the
Red Guards knocked down my father. When my
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father raised his head again, | saw my father’s
eyes, with deep fatherly love, apologizing to his
little daughter that he couldn’t get her to stand up
from the freezing ground. Sincethen, my lovefor
my father... so deep... Have | run out the three
minutes | have?’ She asked the organizer while
tears were streaming down her face.

Nobody had the heart to stop her so she continued.
“So I’ ve been remembering that. | can never for-
get that incident. My father’s face full of blood.
Hiseyeswere bleeding. His mouth was bleeding.
His body was shaking. And he was begging for a
favor for me. All because he had those three tall

hats. Today I'm S0 exdted. | don't have much edr
cational background. Sometimes| till ask my fa
ther, *Old man, in 1949 the airplane was waiting
for you, why didn’t you go back to Taiwan? Why
didn’t you go back to Taiwan? My father said,

because I’'m Chinese, | till love my country, love
my land. So because of thissingle foolish thought
of his, hedidn’t get on the airplane and suffered a
lifetime. So | hope that he could write down his
story.” The woman continued as her voice was
soaked in tears. “Many of you know how difficut
our lives have been. But | don't have the skills.
When | wanted to write down the story, my f ather
was very agitated. He didn’t alow any mention-
ing of it in the household. Heonly let out tiny bits
of hisstory hereand there. So | want to bring this
memoir (note: the subject of the seminar) to him,
to show him that the society isnot asclosed ashe
thinks, the Communist Party... Aiya, this| don’t
dareto comment on... Infact my father keepson
saying he' sgrateful for the Communist Party. But
he' s lying. Nobody has the heart to confront him
about thislie, or know how to. But heis lying!”
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By thispoint her anger had overcome her sadness
“We as his sons and daughters, we couldn’t con
vince him to write down the sufferings of hislife,
for the historical record. So today I'm so moved. |
don’t have much education so | can’t speak well.
| can only spesk thislittle bit. The three minutes
are probably up already. | don’t want to say any-
more, because there were even more painful
memories, which would sadden me further. So |
could only speak for these three minutes. But if
the audience wants meto, I'd like to tell you an-
other painful story...” The host had to kindly ask
her to St down because there were many other peo-
ple in the audience dying to speak.

| 1eft the bookstore after the seminar ended, emo-
tionaly drained. | don’t count myself one of those
patriotic Chinese, yet | wanted to weep for my na
tion and my people. There are so many wounds
from the past fifty yearsthat still haven’t healed.
And there’ sno healing in sight with the system’s
gag order in place on our past, on our collective
memory. Theliterary critic had said thefollowing
in his oeeth—*Rage ad compasion done won't
save us. Sometimes we consider we stand on the
side of righteousnessif we are enraged by the ug-
liness. After our rage, however, weremain silent
the next time we witness the ugliness. Sometimes
we shed tearsin front of sufferings. But nothing
comes out of the tears. And we continuetolive,
to live numbly.”

It' sbeen 97 years sincethe May 4th Movematin
1919 yet we Chinese are till fighting against the
tendency to slently suffer, fighting for achanceto
express freely. | stopped short my reminiscence
and ran to the Oriental Plazato watch KingKong
with friends a one of Beijing’ sfinest multiplexes.
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Scurrying by the Givenchy and Gucci stores in
the fancy shopping mal, | fet asif waking ina
completely different world, a world in which
young people, dressed in designer fashions and
wearing happy smiles, didn’t have the burden of
or care for memories.

We sat down in the theater with our $ 9 tickets.
The audiences were munching on pop corn or
Nestle chocolate bars. In this new Chinawhere
nobody seemed to have painful memoriesto suffer
through, | couldn’t help wondering—do we have
to remember if the memory only painsus? Do we
have to trouble the happy youth with the past?
The nation seemed to have moved on, to have
made huge strides, since those memories. People
are happy making their money, buying their gpart-
ment and cars; and they brush aside the memaries
that may dow them down. What’ sthe point of re-
membering then? So we can avoid repesting past
mistakes? But it surely looks certain that China
will never go back to the communist ideological
craze ever again.

Y et while | watched King Kong fighting with the
dinosaurs, | couldn't forget the tearsin the after-
noon or peopl€' sdesperate desireto tell their sto-
ries. | understood thefutility of our painful memo-
ries competing with Hollywood blockbusters for
the nation’ sattention. | also understood that, prac-
ticaly speaking, we may not need to remember
to have a happy life. But we have to remember.
We have to be able to remember. For otherwise
the ones before us have never existed, and we
will ceaseto exist the day our hearts stop beating.
Memories are what make us exist, what give us
dignity. Right next to me in the theater, a girl
started crying. King Kong and Naomi Wattswere
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watching the sunset together. She cried for the
rest of themovie. | hoped that she would forever
remember, that one day in abig theater, she cried
over anon-human that acted more human than us
humans.

Beijing, January 26, 2006

[Below isalong comment from a Chinese blogger
on my previousentry. I’ m not sure being astatis-
tic sample of one, how much of it could represent
the opinions of young people born in the 80s. But
| greatly appreciate its sincerity and thus trans-
lated it below for those who can’t read Chinese.]

Thisisawarm article. | could even fed your com-
passion. [...] Therefore, it'd be missing the point
to discuss with you the meaning of learning from
history. However, as part of the younger genera-
tion mentioned in your article, I'd very much like
to share some of my own experience and thinking
Maybe we could see how we cameto befrom the
history teaching we received.

When the “Scar Literature’ (note: a literature
movement that focused on peopl€e’'s sufferingin
the Cultural Revolution) was becoming popularin
the 80s, | was often playing jumping games with
my playmatesin our yard. | wasonly six when the
June 4th movement (note: in 1989) took place. |
received school educationinthe90s, and my brain
was stuffed to the brim with the official orthodox
history. (In our politicsclasses, someteachersre-
quired that for some concepts we should know
them by heart until we could recite them back-
wards.)
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At thetimetherewas high political pressureright
after the June 4th student movement. Our parants
out of concern and love for us, didn't mention
anything related to politics; the Culturd Revolu-
tion was an even more closely guarded secret. As
a result our understanding of history then was
completely dominated by officid propaganda Not
until the 90s, when we started high schoal, did
some popular media, such asTv showsand mage:
Zines, start to reveal bitsand pieces of the hitherto
sealed history of the Cultura Revolution. Even
that waslimited to stedlthy disclosure. Infact, any
reflection on the Cultural Revolution and the June
4th movement could only be done furtively, even
NOW.

Consuatly, the educationd evironmat the we
grew up in could beregarded as*“ very strange’, if
not “deforming” . For the official verson (I dearly
remember that in the history textbooks, the his-
torical significance of the Cultural Revolution is
that “it proved the indestructible life force of our
party”) isfar different from that popular anong
the people. Even in our childish judgment, we
knew thefolk verson wasvery likely true. How-
ever, the truth had to display itself in this furtive
way outside of the mainstream. The wtrue is
strong, whilethetrueisweak. What did it make us
realize? That thisis a country ruled by lies! (Al-
though | haven't done any dtrict statistical polling,
I’'m pretty confident that the mgjority of those
born in the 80s think immediately of “bogus’
upon hearing the word “politics”.)

Meanwhile, young people, especidly teenagers
without much power of judgment, have strong
adaptability to the mainstream. We immediately
learned how to deal with sham. We knew in our
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heartsthat the concepts from the politicsand his-
tory classes were pompous, empty and false, yet
at the same time we could recite them backwards
and forwards. Memorization begot high grades;

there’ sno need to think, to discern, to discover the
truth—what if there were conflicts between the
factsand the textbooks? Aslong as we memarized
the textbooks we could pass the College Entrance
Exams! When we received brilliant high grades
from our politics and history exams, we com-

pletely adjusted to the untrue.

However, we discovered that more horrifying than
our adapting was our powerlessness. Onetime, |

asked the teacher a question about the Cultura

Revolution—could one sentence from the text-

book be not entirely true? The teacher said, “ For
what purpose doyouwant toget it clear?” After a
brief upset, | returned to memorizing the textook.
Infront of falsity thetruth ispowerless. Infront of

government’s ideological control independent
thinkingis powerless. This made usredizefroma
very young age that everything in thiscountry, we
could only accept, being powerlessto change; just
as those obvioudy untrue in the history and poli-
tics textbooks, we could only accept everything.
The beginning of your article mentioned that our
generation hasthe characteristic of being materi-
aidtic. Indeed we are. We have another character-
igic—lacking socia responsbility. Please don't
blame us. For we subconscioudy know we don't
have the capability to change the defectsin this
society. Still one more characterigic—too much
of an old head on young shoulders. (A personbom
in the 70s will be angry at the inequalities in our
society; yet for aperson born in the 80s, the atti-
tudeis: it'sso very normal; isn’t everything nowa:
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days just likethat?) Likewise, please don’'t blame
us. For we adapted to the untrue too early. Once
we got used to the opposite of “thetrue’, it took
no efort at al to adjust to the opposites of “the
good” and “the beautiful”. Thisisthe after-effect
of history education during social transformation.
No palitical freedom. No freethinking. We could
only pursue materia freedom. What you sad
about “livefredy” isonly onthesurface. Fromthe
perspective of eating well and dressngwarmly, a
pandabear aso livesfredy; but that isafter al not
a human way of living.

Having written this much (there's still more to
write), | think you' ve aready knownwhat I’d like
to express. What' smemory good for? Haha. What
if wechanged it to What’ struth goodfor?l under-
stand the compassion and tendernessinyour heart.
But I'd like to say, that our generation has been
ruthlessly deformed into panda bears. | hope the
next generation will be able to openly discussthe
facts, and accept the truth.

Between Here
Ideology and
consumer culture

by Giorgio Mascitdlli

notes from the present

“Between ideology and consumer culture, I'd

choose the latter any day”, Hao Wu writes. This
statement is fascinating, since it subsists on a bi-
zarre paradox: athough it was made by someone
who criticizes a certain system, it seems to be
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summarizing thevery direction in which that sys-
tem has been moving and would probably be en-
dorsed by the very managerswho have been run
ning itinsuch away. Itisa paradox which istyp-
cal of common places, truisms and both big and
smdll hypocrisies, however, thisstatement isnoth-
ing like al that; on the contrary and as far as a
simple statement can do, it expresses the meaning
of an eraand the direction in whichour cutureis
going at the moment; or maybe, and more smply,
it conveysatruth that, though partia asit may be,
the current historical period has placed before us.
Sure, from the point of view of humanitarian eth-
ics, this statement carries a defensivemeaning our
consumer cultureis alesser evil, since at least it
does not produce the abysses of horror that ide-
ologies usudly bring with them, or the gulag, as
wewould say in our own terms, and it isatypica
statement in a culture which has dealt with totali-
tarianism in a traumatic way; however, on the
other hand, from the point of view of power, it
sounds like a contemporary version of Chapter 9
of The Prince, where Machiavelli explansthetthe
prince cannot forego popular favour (infact, cay
sumer culture producesfar more favour thanide-
ology does): oncethat isgained, al therest, even
the gulag, will be forgotten.

Asamatter of fact, everybody, except for afew
nay-sayers, if given the choice, would choose con
sumer culture both for humanitarian reasons and
for obvioudy hedonigtic reasons. Thefact isthat
one cannot make such achoice, not only because
consumer culture and ideology are two non-
commensurable entities, but also becausein their
dominant or winning formsthey cannot co-exig at
the same time and in the same place; thisis due
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tothefact that if such achoicewerepossible, ccne
sumerism would undoubtedly win. Ideology (I

mean winning and angry massideol ogy, not those
opposing choices made by small visionary or ethi-
cdly-aware groups) arises only when consumer-
ism is not at hand, because political or religious
ideology easily brings some hopeinto alifewhich
is otherwise avaricious with fulfilment. A proof
of thisisactualy before our eyes: the defeet of the
Soviet Union brought about the disintegration of
Communism and of al related third-world ideolo-
gies, and was greeted asthe end of ideologies, but
ten years had not passed when in apoor troubled
areaof theworldideology cropped up again under
the ancient guise of religious fanaticism.

Not only did people serioudy believe that ide-
ologies would have no longer played any role at
al in history, but somehow they also identified

them with absolute evil: that was the victory of

the theory enunciated by Carl Schmitt during his
conferencesin Francoist Spain; accordingtohim,
total violence and war are the result of an abso-

lute enmity between two opposing parties, which
can only be produced by ideology. In such acu-
turd mood it becomes possible to believe that

there are people who ‘have chosa idedogy—judt
as one can decide to enlist as a volunteer in the
army or leave as amiss onary—thus removingthe
real historical experience by which taking an in-

dividua stand is usualy made possible thanksto
historical, social and cuturd dynamicsand events.
Thisfake public awarenessisvery dangerousbe-
cause it has made it possible to foster theilluson
that an open-minded tolerant cuture would have
been enough to avoid thereviva of forms of ideo
logicd intolerance—which many regarded asthe
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only exigting forms of intolerance and violence—
and would therefore have stopped all formsof in
tolerance and violence from cropping up. Though
paradoxica as it may seem, the demonization of
ideology blindsusin front of thered risksof ideo-
logical fanaticism, because it makes usignorethe
historical and economical circumstances under
which ideologies could be transformed into in-
struments of death. But above al, as this fake
awareness prevails, what disappears is the per-
ception that violence and injustice often are the
most effective means for the resolution of con-
flictsof power and that thisisthe reason for their
existence within history, regardless of ideologies.
On the other hand, aculture that has experienced
such an illusion is doomed to collapse under the
trumpets of war that can be heard everywhere
now, and remain dumb when faced with what is
new, dueto amutism typical of those who redize
they have bet al their few possessions on the
wrong horse.

Weadll prefer consumerism, and for thisvery rea-
son we al compete ferocioudy to obtain the re-
sources required to develop it, and ideologies,
which aready exist or will soon crop up, arethere
to judtify thisfight or offer losers a second chance.
| too prefer consumerism to idedlogy, and even if
the contrary weretrue, it would not matter much,
because | live in an era and a place where con-
sumerism prevails; however, | know that the cruel
ideologies of the poor will dways aternate with
the humanitarian wars of the rich consumersin
an endlessviciouscircle. Thereisno hopein his-
tory today, nor will there be any in the future, a
least until Men will not ask themsdvesonce again
if another world is possible.
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Here

Hao Wu'sdiary

notes from the present

Chengdu, Sichuan, January 29, 2006

When | was in primary and high school in the
1980s, preparation for the Chinese New Y ear

would start one month before the holiday. My

family, like every other family in the work unit,

cured our own pork and made spicy sausages. |

gtill remember watching my mom'’s frost-bitten
fingers massaging spices and sat onto pork
chunks, and my dad, with the help of chopsticks,
stuffing ground pork mixed with chili saucesinto
intestinesfreshly bought at the market. My sister
and |, considered too young to handle mesty tasks,
would huddle nearby around atiny cod stovein
the damn cold air, dreaming of the day of the holi-
day feast when we could have al the meat we'd
want.

Inthe early 1980s, most familiesin Ching, includ-
ing ours, could not afford meat every day. Our
work unit, aconstruction company for coal-based
power plants migrating and polluting al over

China, had just returned to Chengdu, the capitd of
Sichuan province in southwest China. The work
unit hed built walls in some single-floor ware-
houses, dividing the long stretched space into in-
dividua units. Each family got an unit which was
in turn divided into afront and a back room with
awadll half way up. Infront of each unit, thework
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unit helped erect asmall kitchen made of bricks.
Tha's our fird kitchen where the home-mede pork
chunks and sausage links hung off the roof.
After cured pork and sausages, the family then
started making the ingredientsfor ricebals. Rice
bells cary a spedd meaning for Chinee New Year
because their round shape puns on Tuan Yuan,
the Chinese word for family getting together.|...]
While the ground sticky rice was being dried, my
sister and | cracked open peanuts and knocked
open walnuts, which always seemed to take an
entireafternoon. [...] Beforethearriva of Coca
Cola and Maxwedl Instant Coffee, home-made
cured meat and rice-ball stuffing were part of the
holiday gift-giving which would be repegtedly re-
gifted, since every family already had so much of
its own.

OnNew Year’ sEve, our immediate family would
get together for afeest. My dad usualy cooked (S-
chuanese men are proud of being good cooks; me
no exception) for awhole day for the family of
seven. Then on New Y ear’ sDay or the day after,
al of us would vist my granduncle's family of
four for another banquet. A couple of dayslater,
we would invite my granduncle's family back to
my grandpa splacefor yet another dinner. Every
day the adults played majiang, which we kids
were forbidden to touch.

Family vists and dinnerswould last until the 15th
day of the new year when weall went out for the
lantern festival. The entire population of Chengdu
would appear out checking the lanterns in the
People' s Park. It would be so crowded that my
parents often spent most of the time nervoudy
checking around to make sure my sister and |
didn’t get lost. In those days the lanterns were
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elaborate and colorful; maybe people had more
time then, or maybe a child’ s eyes expanded the
visgon out of proportion.

Slowly, the celebration started to change. People
made more money and every family gradudly
bought a TV set. My parents moved three times,
each time into a bigger apartment. cCTV's New
Y ear’ s Eve galashow became anew holiday rit-
ual before we figured out how to learn back the
old rituas disrupted by the Cultura Revolution.
Therewasmorevariety onthe New Y ear’ sdimer
table—more takeouts from neighborhood restau
rants, including shredded pig’ s ear and beef tripe
soaked in chili oil, roasted ducks and cakes, and
fewer gtir friesthat would require lengthy manua
preparation at home. New Y ear’ sEve dinner had
to finish by 8 pm so we could al go back to our
respective homes and watch the gala show.
More people joined the family as well. My two
aunts brought their datesto thefamily feasts. Then
my two cousins from my granduncle sfamily did
the same. They all got married and had kids. My
widowed grandparemarried. Thelasttimel came
homefor the holiday in 1992, fourteen years ago,
the family gathering had swelled to too big asize
for the cooks to handle. [...]

Thisyear | finally made it back to my hometown
for Chinese New Year. The family is scattered
everywhere. My sister istraveling in theuswhile
my brother-in-law took my niece to his familyin
Garu Aut Ronging's family moved to Shagha.
The communication with my granduncle sfamily
has dwindled to amost zero because his family
hasgrownto asize of eight. There’ salwaysbeen
sguabbling through the years which we as kids
were not aware of; and each family fared differ-
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ently in the country’s economic miracle, which
makes it hard to avoid jealousy and gossip.
Gone were the home-made cured meat and sau-
sagelinks. Everybody got lazy, and pickier about
food. No home-made food could compete with
the restaurant cooking which is getting oilier and
spicier every season. Now only stores till have
cured meat and sausage links hanging off their
roofs. Few make rice balls anymore; there were
ready-to-cook ones sold in plastic bagsin the su-
permarkets.

We had our family get-together dinner two days
before the new year so my mom could have un-
divided attention to the ccTv galashow on New
Year'sEve. [...] Wewent to arestaurantandhed
a set dinner for 500 yuan, the same food | could
have in a Sichuan restaurant in Beijing. Sitting a
the dinner table with the eight still left in Chengdu
in our immediate family, | missed the days when
wewerealot poorer, whenmy sister and | had to
be cgoled into helping make rice ball stuffing in
the cold winterswith no heating in that tiny apart-
ment of ours, when we seemed to have alot more
relativesto play with and to visit, and whenever |
visited afriend, his’her family would forcemeto
taste their own cured meat and rice balls. The
country is developing, so isthe distance between
me and the past | remember. [...]

As| was reminiscing about change, my cousin got
antsy in her seat. “Can | go home to watch Tv
now?’ she asked her mother, my aunt. Her mother
was annoyed, “sit and eat some more food. Wait
for theadultstofinish.” | paused my emoting and
studied my cousin’srestlessnessfor abesat. Alas,
whom am | kidding?1 didn’t like the holidays that
much when | was a kid—it wasmostly aboreto
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go through dl the visits and family medls; there
was aways too much food that nipped the pre-
holiday craving within five minutes of the first
holiday dinner, too much waiting for the adultsto
finish their majiang, too many deafening fire-
crackers on both sides of the narrow streets that
hurt the eardrums, too many ultra-swest rice bals
for breakfast every day, and too much cured meat
which the family couldn’t finish until early sum-
mer. It's the memory that’'s playing the tricks,
tricking me into thinking that | used to have Hall-
mark-Classic holidays in which relatives were
nicer, food was better and timewas|esstrardat.
“Don’'t stop yet, eat somemore.” My mom prod-
ded me with her elbow. My aunt asked when |
would bring homeagirlfriend. My grandpa asked
when | could get a proper job to meke some proper
money. My dad looked at me earnestly over the
spicy dishes, “Ligtento all your relatives. Y ou are
not young anymore. Better start worrying about
retirement.” | smiled at my family and my mem-
ory and dug my chopsticksinto the steamed fish.
Memory is like family, often dysfunctiona, often
ageting us to a bondege thet suffocates up dose
yet one misseswith sweet longing oncefar away.
Better leave it hanging off from the rooftop like
the cured meat and sausage links, and let it stroke
from a distance the nostalgia of make-believes.
Happy New Y ear.

Beijing, February 15, 2006

10:30am. | wasriding in ataxi to the aptly-named
Fortune Plazafor ameseting. Notraffic jam onthe
narow Guang Hua Roed which is uadly jammed
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like a parking lot during rush hours. | gratefully
noted my observation to the driver. The driver
concurred that we should be thankful whenever
traffic in downtown Beijing is bearable. Then he
pointed to the right hand side of the road where
cCTV (China Central Televison) is building its
huge ultra-modern tower, “Why the hell arethey
cramming into thecsD (Central Business Digrict)
aswell?It’d make traffic muchworse.” Can't the
city just broaden Guang Hua Road, like what
they’ ve been doing elsewherein Beijing? | asked.
As much as | hate the city becoming more and
more like LA, | hate getting stuck in traffic more.
“You kidding?" The driver mocked in ahumored
way. “Herein CBD, every inch of land isworth
aninch of gold. None of these private enterprises
would bewilling to let go of any land to road con-
struction.” Why is ccTv moving from itscurrent
obscure location to CBD, one of the most expen+
sive business digtricts in Beijing then? “ Greed.
What else?’ The driver shrugged. “It’ s all about
finding schemesto convert state-owned property
into private wedlth. With thishuge tower, they can
rent space out to other companies. Who knows
who get to pocket themoney? L ast week | went to
the Diaoyutal State Guest House and picked up a
retired ex-minister.” He continued as the newly
built Fortune Plazacameinto view. “Hewason an
evening out for private business, so hedidn’t take
his own chauffeur. In my cab, he was on the phone
constantly talking about land deals.” Aren't there
too many retired ex-ministersin Beijing for them
to have much power anymore? | asked. “Not at
dl. Onthe contrary they areal out to grab what-
ever they can. | remember the ex-minister in my
cab yelling to his phone, ‘you'll die if you lose
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thisland deal for me'. Humph, it' sworsethan the
Guomindang (the Nationdig paty thet rued China
before the communists).” Humph. | shared my
brief moment of indignation with him as the cab
puled to a sop. What is there for one to do arnyway
beyond venting now and then with cab drivers?

Beijing, February 17, 2006

Recently | found that because |’ m Chinese, living
in China and spesking decent English, I’ ve been
increasingly invited by foreign mediato comment
on China.[...] | awayswondered—how thehell
do | represent the“Chinese”’ view on anythingin
China?[...]

Beijing, February 22, 2006

During the recent trip to Chengdu for Chinese
New Year, asusua | met up with my high school
friends for a drinking fest. We invited Teacher
Chen, the head teacher of our class, to join usas
well.

When we started our high school in 1986, Teacher
Chen was given the chance for the first time to
head a high school class. By today’ s standards,
Teacher Chen might have been condgderedan”an
gry youth” then. She was idedlistic, passionate,
and slently angry at the establishment for giving
the young teachers few opportunities to prove
their capabilities.

1986 was an awkward yet exciting year for all of
us. In Chengdu, jeanswere still frowned upon and
forbidden in school. Pop songswere being smug-
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gled in from Hong Kong. Ballroom dancing was
just dowly sneaking back onto university cam-
puses. Jing Y ong' smartial artsfantasies, grouped
together with other hand-copied fiction ascorrupt-
ing and addictive, were completely off-limitsto
the “good students”.

The schooal, eager to send more studentsto famous
universities and improve its reputation, repeated
the same old message of studying hard. But times
were changing. Atthe New Y ear’ sEve party for
1987, afew of us danced disco, a dance condd-
eredto belong only to “hooligans’, on the creaky
wooden floor in our classroom, under our class-
mates curious stares. No one was penalized after-
wards.

Teacher Chen shielded us from much of the
school’ s criticism. Her mantra was “You have
only onelife. Live differently!”, which was such
an invigorating message to us who had been

trained dl our livesto study and only study. Once,
unsatisfied with our formulaic writing, she told
usto write whatever we wanted, about our lives,
about our future, about our frustrations. To any-
onewho wrote about their true thoughts and fed-
ings, she gave a perfect score.

Another time, shelet us decide on an unorthodox
and highly tacky classslogan—To Live, Not Sim
ply Living. That dogan hung over the blackboard
for an entire semester. It waswith her encourage-
ment that we put on plays, staged a breakdance
performance for the school variety show, and sng
pop (oh my) songs at the school singing competi-
tion.

We became good friends, highly inappropriate
for teacher and students. A few of uscloseto her
would sometimes study in her office, and report
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to her the latest impressionist poems or Freudian
theories we had just picked up on. One time we
found her old lovelettersto the ex before her hus:
band. When we confronted her, she blushed all

over and told us we had gone too far.

Now looking back, | feel she needed us then as
much as we nesded her. We were dl pushing dong
to see how far we could go. Alas, how blessed we
were.

After high school, sheand | continued correspont
dence, even after | went to America. Sometimes
she would express envy at me living “fregly”;

sometimes she would tell me her frustration at
not being able to do more, not able to win against
the establishment. But in 1996 when | cameout to
her in a ldter, she gopped writing. It was only then
| knew there’ s alimit to everything that seemed
too good to be true.

Whilewaiting for her at the restaurant, my friends
and | reminisced about the good old rebdlious
days in high school. When she findly arrived, it
caused quiteadtir. She had barely changed. After
the warm greetings, she sat next to me, once her
best student, at the dinner table.

We tdked about our regpediive lives She was now
a special-grade teacher and had garnered many
teaching awards. | asked about her students. The
timesare changing, she said; therewere things off-
limits to them now, but they were al doing grest.
| asked about her daughter who had just started a
job in Singapore after graduation. The daughter
missed home and wanted to move back, but

Teacher Chen didn't want her to get stuck in

Chengdu, the dow-paced city which she had a-
ways considered only for those lacking ambition.
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Sheaskedwhat | wasdoing. | replied filmmaking
and writing. She sighed, “If you keep on switch-
ing, how canyou get far?” Then we moved onto
talk about her other successful studentswho had
gotten doctor’ s degrees or were making lots of
money.

| wanted to ask her thenif she still taught her stu-
dentsTo Live, Not Just Living. | wanted totell her
then that I’ d always been true to our friendship,
to her teaching that we should be living honestly
and passionately. But my friendswerefalling off
the chair from too much drinking, and Teacher
Chen, with the pensive smile on her face, looked
more and more distant.

On the afternoon of 22 February 2006, Hao Wu
wasarrested by Sate Security agents. No one has
ever said what hewasaccused of. Hewasfreed
nearly five months later, on 11 July 2006.

Beijing, July 12, 2007

Y esterday afternoon | sent email and sMSmes-
sagesto my friends, inviting them for adrink out
a night. Theexcuse?“I’mfindly officialy free!”
One friend asked, “What do you mean? Did you
break up with your boyfriend?” Another wrote
back also in confusion, “Didn’'t you just take a
vacation in Y unnan from your unemployment in
Beijing? How much more free do you need to
be?’

Theword Freedom indeed invites such easy cont
fusion, which was probably why Friedrich Hayek
carefully distinguished four common wsages of
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liberty, or freedom, in his monumental The Con-
stitution of Liberty: 1) “persona” freedom—the
state in which amanis not subject to coercion by
the arbitrary will of another or others; 2) “politi-
ca” freedom—the participation of men in the
choice of their government, in the process of leg-
idation, and in the control of adminigtration; 3)

“inner” freedom—the extent to which apersonis
guided in his action not by momentary impulse or
circumstance; 4) the freedom or power to satisfy
our desires.

Indeed on what ground could | be celebrating my
freedom? 4) | don't have the freedom to buy all

the Apple products | want; 3) | ill suffer from

criseswhich, for lack of a more elegant expres-
sion, | shdl cdl “existentid”; 2) Need | say more?
1) Need | say more???

Y et in the meantime, time has progressed. A year
ago | was dazed by my sudden freedom from lack
of Starbucks|attes, “New Y ork Times’ onlineand
gym accessover along period of time. A year ago
| took out the battery of my phone whenever |

talked about anything “sensitive” (how could |

ever have believed that powered-off phonescould
be used asremotelistening devices!). A year ago
| listened to Nina Simone singing | Wish | Knew
How It Would Feel To Be Free, over and over.

A year later, lifeisamost normd. Thefind offi-

cia closure of my “case’ and the full resumption
of personal freedom fedls actually anti-climatic,
not so dissmilar from the day when | received my
us“greencard’. | can go anywhere | want now;

and, sowhat?

| wasreminded of the unfree, in everything | read,

everywhere | look. | was reminded of shackles,

of the bondage even after the breaking of the
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shackles. Most of dl, | wasreminded of my bour-
geois obsession with the future and my power-
lessness at changing any of the present. But | was
also reminded what the cute young Kevin Bacon
quoted in Footloose: Toevery thing thereisasea
son, and atimeto every purpose under the heaven;
atimeto beborn, and atimeto die; atimeto plant,
and a time to duck up that which is planted; a
time to kill, and a time to hed; a time to break
down, and atimeto build up; atimeto weep, and
atime to laugh; atime to mourn, and atime to
dance.

Y es, to dance. I'm not one of those who fight to
break the shackles. But | can dance. Dance with
my shackles. Dance with my bondage after the
shackles. Dance to pray. Dance to hope. For in
dance, inthe ecstasy of dance, | find the unname-
able beauty which, for lack of amore elegant ex-
pression, | shal call freedom.

Lijiang, July 25, 2007

No, I'm nat tadking about the Zheng Yijiang edra~
aganza at the foot of the Jade Dragon Mountain,
which, even though I’ ve heard many great things
about, | refused to pay to watch as a matter of

principle. What I'm talking about is this fantasy
of Lijiang, asthistranquil backpacker heaven. At
least, according to my Chinesefriends, aplaceto
rest and rejuvenate. Many amateur photographers
scavenged the Old Town for aperfectly mislead
ing photo befitting the image of Lijiang—cobble
stones, deserted street, old women in minority

clothes. But the truth is, the town is mobbed by

tourists, most of the buildings in the town center
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have bemn conveted into guet housss ad restau
rants and stores, and the main street at night, full

of barsand dancing Masou women in bright cos-
tumes, is overflowing with loud disco and young
people yelling their hearts out, encouraged by al-
oohd. The only thing thet coud have sved Lijiang
for me, during my first day there, wasthe Prague
Cafe. Outside of the cafe sitting on the sidewalk
were a group of bohemian-looking friends who
played guitar and drums and sang al afternoon. It
appeared rather alternative and cool in the over-
commercialized atmosphere of Lijiang.

Inside of the cafe, | struck up aconversationwith
two Taiwanese housewives who were traveling
together. When the group took a breek outsde one
of themembers cameinto talk to the two women.

They chitchat for along time, the same cliches of
how great Lijiang is, how the vibe nourishes the
soul, etc. Finally, the pudgy round-faced guy sit-
ting at the next table could not help it anymore. He
sad, “I just can't help jumping in. But don't you
think your lifestyle can’t last forever?How doyou
make money? | would think you should make
enough money first—in fact, make alot of money
first—before you spend your days hangingaroud
and singing. You look like a full grownup now.

Aren’'t you worried about the future? Don't you
think it's kinda irrespongible living? How much
money can you collect in one afternoon anyway?’
The guy was a businessman from Wenzhou, one
of the most entrepreneurial area in China. He
owned his own factories and he hadn’t taken a
vacation for years. The rest of us laughed. The
singer explained—it’ snot about money; it’ s about
the free-whedling lifestyle; it’ sabout doing things
we enjoy doing; it's caled red living; freeliving;

p. 105



etc. etc. But the businessman insisted—"youhave
to have some economic foundation, right? How
do you support yoursdf, rent, food, and wha nat?’

The singer said “we don't need that much to live
on; Lijiang is cheap; and we have good friends.

All isfine. Don’'t you worry, my man. We made
achoice. Thisisour life”. The businessman was
not convinced, but he gave up hisMarxist lecture
on superstructure and economic basis. | joked he
sounded exactly like my mother. After awhilethe
bend resumed playing. The businessmanwent out-
dde and from the look of it, tried very hard to fit
in, to enjoy the free-wheeling music.

Back intheroom, the singer started talking about
his plan of building a guest house to the two Tai-
wanese housawives. Y esthere are gazillion guest
houses in Lijiang aready. But this one will be
different. It will be grand, immacul ate, decorated
in high style by hisgirlfriend who' s studying over-
seas presently. It would cost a couple of millionof
renminbi, the whole thing, but the business will

take off, for sure. The singer had a pony-tail, a
healthy tan (not the peasant tan) and ahandsome
faoe When he €t to jan his bend, the two women
whispered to me, “We come every day to seehim.

How hendsome he i9” They asked why | wes there
in Lijiang. | said | was taking my last trip before
going back to corporate, freedom loving and en-
tirely anti-my-mother’ s-teaching asl was. | said |

was going back to build some more economic ba
sisbefore my next attempt at the superstructure.
Lijiang has the weird capability to bring out the
clichesin people. So | Ieft the next morning, wort
dering a the sametimeif I'd faleninto thecliche
of ssarching far that off-beaten track a la the Londy
Planet.

p. 106



Lige, Yunnan, July 29, 2007

The Lugu Lake on the Sichuan and Y unnan bor-
der was abumpy seven-hour busride avay from
Lijiang. Relatively few tourists vist there, and

those who do usually take the two-day tour arriv-
ing a the lake around 4 pm and leaving the next
morning back to Lijiang at 10 am. Most of these
tourists stayed in Luoshui, Falling Water, the most
devel oped village around the lake, for staged bon-
fire parties and apeek at the much-hyped“lag ar-
vivingmatriarchal cultureintheworld!” Withthe
ppossd promiscuity of the preity Mosuio women,
asingle guy just might get lucky and receive an
invitation to a private chamber for a “waking ma-
riage” at night.

Daba, the owner of the hostel on the Lige penin-
sulawhere | stayed, said it was smply not true.
“The so-cdled ‘walking marriage’ isactualy se-
riousfor the Mosuos,” he said. “ Even though the
couplein love don't own or owe each other any-
thing, that doesn’t mean they switch partnersal
the time. Relationships tend to be long term, and
when the couple no longer love each other, they
part ways.” “Infact,” he continued, “thissygemis
far superior to the onesyou havein Han regions.
There sno haggling over child custody or finance
in case of a breakup. Everything stays with the
maternal family.” Dabawas proud of histradtion,
yet hehad “legally” married according to Chinese
law. He had attended university in Beijing, and
hed hisfirst job in thelocal government, so a“le-
gd” marriage helped him appear less* minority.”

But he stressed he had never used his marriage
certificate, and though he helped out with his
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wife sfamily, it was hismaternd family towhich
he held the utmost loyalty.

Daba’ sInn seemed thelast old structure standing
inthe Lige Village, the village closest to L uoshui.
All around the lake, villages were undergoing in-
tense transformation, the fierceness of which ri-
valed that of the Olympic-frenzied Beijing. The
Moaosuos live with ther big extended matemd fami-
lies. Now every family in Lige has a two-storey
inn standing in front of the old family quarter.
Most of theseinnswere built by Han people who
migrated here and leased out land from the locas
“My people...” Dabasighed and shook his head.
“They just want the 50,000 yuan ayear from the
Han businessman. They don’'t know how to pro-
tedt ther cuitre And the county govammean is not
providing any guidance. The Han people come
over here, build an inn, and then start selling our
culture like fast food. How could this be sustain-
able?”

To befair, theloca government had implemented
strict preservation rules: every family and every
inn must have asewage line running to the nearby
treatment facility, which kept thelake water crys-
tal clear; every new building had to conformtothe
local architecture style (unfortunately, like con-
struction elsewhere in China, dl the new faux-
traditional buildingslook exactly the same). Most
of dl, thelocalswere happy. They welcomed the
tourists and the Han businessmen who hadamuch
better sense in running the inns. But Daba was
most concerned with the cultureitsdlf. “ Thereare
so many beautiful aspects about our culture,” he
said, “but the Han tourists only knew of the walk-
ing marriage, and even that was mostly misin-
formed. They knew nothing about our religion or

p. 108



our language. The central government itsalf mis-
takenly grouped us under the Naxisin 1950. We
need to learn to show the outsiders the real Mo-
suo.” Dabawas one of the organizers of aloca
cultural preservation foundation; but no funding
was coming in.

Unsurprisingly, few tourists seemed to care. Dur-
ing my three nights staying at the lake, Daba's
ae-hundredyear-dd  buildng hed the loves oc-
cupancy every night. The rooms were dark, the
communal shower rudimentary, and there were
bed bugs. And Dabawas the most morose among
all theinn keepers. Tourists wanted bigger rooms,
hopefully with private beth. “Those tourids” Daba
snickered, “they are not truetravelers. Truetra-
elers, likethoseforeign backpackers, theylovethe
authenticity of my place.”

Authenticity waswhat attracted Old Wang to the
lake aswell. The next day | hiked aong the lake
towards the Grass Sea—a beautiful expansve
marshland on the Sichuan side of the lake—and
had lunch at Old Wang's guest inn. Old Wang
and hiswife had several successful businessesin
Manchuria. They loved traveling, and ayear ago
when they traveled to the Lugu L ake, they dedded
to stay. The people were authentic. The natura
scenery was beautiful beyond description. They
asked their relativesto take over their businesses,
and they built an inn and stayed. That's at least
the official version of the story from Old Wang, a
theme | had heard repeatedly in Y unan—wearied
Han people found inspirations from the scenery
and the people in Y unnan and decided to stay.
It was right before noon. There was only me and
Old Wang in the dining area which had huge
windows overlooking the marshland. Old Wang
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told me stories of the local Mosuos, stories he
claimed that the M osuos themselves had forgot-
ten. The rice porridge tasted great after a good
morning’ s hike. Flieswere bombarding us desaite
the burning incense. It was a enchanting breezy
day by the lake. Old Wang said he didn’t care
about money. He just loved the tranquility. | said
| noticed that the Sichuan side of the lake had
built nice asphat roads—unlike the bumpy stone
roads on the Yunnan side of the lake—which
made meworry abit that the Sichuan govermment
was intent on bringing hordes of tourigts in. He
said that’ s not theend of it—an airport wasbeing
planned and supposedly would go into operation
by 2010. That would be the end of the lake, | la-
mented. He said no worry, we' d have movedto a
different tranquil place by then.
Thenimmediately, he started bragging about how
he turned a profit after only five months. He was
thinking of building a chicken pen and raise tons
of chicken. Hewould charge touriststo shoot the
chicken with redl riflesand cook for them imme-
diately afterwards. He could get the chicksfor X
yuan apiece, and charge XX yuan apieceto shoot
them when they grew up. He would end up with
XXX yuan profit with X XXX chickensin the pen.
| wasslent for abest, then | asked, “Wouldn't that
ruin the tranquility?” “Oh,” he said, “by then |
would have moved on to another place. | would
let someone el se manage the place and collect the
money for me.”

That night Daba invited his friends over for a
drink. They were three young Han businessmen
who were loud and friendly and loved to drink.
They were building a fancy inn with bathrooms
looking out at the lakein the village. Three young
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Chinese tourists and | joined them. We told sto-
ries, drank barley liquor and sang songs. Dabasaid
he had begun contemplating some renovation
work, perhaps repainting the entire building and
remodeling the two big rooms to add in private
bathrooms. His friends al said it's about time. |
concurred—after three nights, the bed bugs at
Daba’ s place had really started bugging me. The
gantle waves of the lake hit the barks as the night's
merriment went on, and stars dowly came out un-
til they filled the entire sky. | was happy being half
dunk and in Yunen. It was nat my place to bBrment
the encroachment of Chinese Tv and American
soap operas in the Mosuo village. It was not my
place to criticize the travelerswho want comfort
and the innkegpars who want to meke some money
by catering to that comfort. It would be smple
condescension if | were to note the irony of the
Mosuos who had traveled far away from home
wanting to preserve the tradition that the truelo-
calsseemindifferent to leave behind. Theforces
of the people coming and going, of them chasing
the next fad destination, of locals marketing them-
selvesto outsiders, of conservatorsstriving to con
serve and radicalsfighting to shed their skins; the
chages the undoppeble changes the scaily rapid
changes sweeping everywhere—Masuo, Y uren,
China, and everywhere el se—they are beyordny
comprehension and judgment. | can only observe,
it seems, and appreciate the fragile scenery and
people while they last.
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