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Chinese Lessons
History of Modern China through the eyes of an 
American

About 4 years ago, I first made it to China, landing in Hong 
Kong, and then dragging my worldly possessions into 
Shenzhen the following day. At the time, I could read and 
speak a little Chinese, learned mostly from textbooks. My 
listening skills were hardened by countless hours of Zhang 
Yimou movies, and late night Mandarin radio shows. What 
followed was the most intense year of ‘Chinese Lesssons’ I 
could have asked for. 



Shenzhen in those days (2007 in Shenzhen is ancient history) was pretty 
much devoid of foreigners. My first year was disorienting, and thrilling. Apart 
from overcoming huge language barriers, it was my first time to meet and 
befriend Mainland Chinese. John Pomfret’s story, exceptional and poignant, 
reminded me of that first year. 

About thirty years ago, Pomfret made a similar trek, through Hong Kong, into 
Shenzhen, and on to study at Nanjing University, one of the very first 
Americans to ever live in the ‘new China’, after its doors opened in 1979. 30 
years on, I’m struck with the timelessness of the Chinese people; very little 
has changed since Pomfret first got here. Sure, Nanjing and Shenzhen have 
modern skylines, billions of dollars of investment, and every foreign brand 
store there is, but the people have changed little. I suppose they call that 
culture– one that I, like Pomfret, try to understand more, and the locals insist 
a foreigner can never comprehend.

For the Chinese, the struggle is not just economic, but moral. The very 
foundation of society is threatened when your leaders reek of hypocrisy and 
cynicism, and feast on the sumptuous life, while the good people have 
nothing. There are two roads out of hell: you can run from it, or you can learn 
the rules, and jump into it. This dichotomy splits China in two. Those who 
want to stay and play, and those who wish to leave and start a new life. 
Through a thick forest of gut-wrenching sadness and tragedy, flashes a new 
light. Isn’t it funny, in times of peace, romantic advances can be boring and 
staid; in times of war, love is emboldened, it’s called to action. In a thrashed 
environment, triumph is much sweeter, it makes you cheer, and it makes you 
well up with joy. 

China, it turns out, does have heroes.And when you meet them you will wrap 
your arms around them and cherish them, and Pomfret does a masterful job 
of introducing us to five of his most triumphant classmates, friends and 
teachers.



Mr. China
A Cautionary tale for Old Hands

Were it not for ‘misunderstandings’ Tim Clissold would be at the helm of a massive 
empire in China right now, and this book wouldn’t exist. Everything they’d dreamed 
of and planned bumped up against this pervasive, ancient, unshakeable culture. 
This book is about their attempt to go ahead with their plans and how it all turns 
out--and a foreigner, who, like hundreds of thousands who followed him, had a 
fascination for the exotic, mysterious, richness of Chinese culture, and did 
everything he could to get ‘over there.’

What usually starts off as flirting (traveling around for a week or two, hitting the 
Great Wall, picking up a book on learning/writing Chinese) turns to full on dating 



  

(move to China, get a cool job) and aspirations for a shared future (confidence in 
culturally and linguistically maneuvering throughout the cities and countysides, with 
the intent to settle down for good).

Our hero, Tim Clissold, is relentless in his desire to get into China and do something 
huge. He explains how he got a few lucky breaks, but did what it took to get money 
( and lots of it )  into China long before anyone on CNN was talking about it. He got 
in early, which meant, as a trailblazer, he had to be the real liason between East and 
West. Through his account, we get firsthand insights on the big bosses in the 
developing Chinese economy.

The book turns into a series of Anecdotes about ways in which he dealt with ‘the 
Chinese mind’ by way of a handful of clever, tough, and sneaky Factory Managers, 
as well as navigating the Chinese political structure to not get fleeced in the Middle 
Kingdom.

Did he lose his shirt? Did he turn to bribes/backdoor deals? It turns out that neither 
of these were really true. But his team of investors didn’t ‘take over’ China at all. 
Not by a long shot.

What you will absolutely adore about this book, besides Tim’s astute insight into not 
only the language and culture “challenges” but his ‘case studies’ are priceless. 
Somewhat unbelievable, almost always hilarious, he goes down the list of amazing 
stories of his mixed bag of Chinese investments. In many cases, the way his 
Chinese partners attempted to ‘get the best of him’ was very clever, and the 
followup is even better. 

My book jacket for Mr. China depicted a man getting his head bitten off by the 
shadow of a long spindly dragon. Fitting. By the end of it, the dragon doesn’t bite 
his head clean off, but it takes a good chunk out of his ego. I think they call that 
wisdom.



Country Driving 
A Journey Through China from Farm to Factory

Peter Hessler first visited China in 1996 with World 
Corps as a Volunteer, helping out in some of the 
poorest parts of the country. Years later, his experience in 
the area landed him work as a Journalist with the Wall Street 
Journal (among other publications), which seemed to keep 
him in China. When it comes to Zhongguotongs (Foreigners 
adept at all things China), he is one of the best and most 
famous. Not only does his rich understanding of China 
come through in this book, but his Mandarin is impeccable.
But first, the set up. A few years ago, Hessler decided to get 
out of Beijing for a while, so he rented a car (as per the 
rental company, he wasn’t allowed to leave city limits). 
Hours later he was cruising well beyond the borders of 
Beijing, looking for parts of the Great Wall. 

http://www.thebchand.com/thebchand/?p=707
http://www.thebchand.com/thebchand/?p=707


On the way he met locals, Great Wall 
experts, amateur Historians, picked up 
hitchhikers, and got shaken down my 
more than a few Government officials. All 
of the adventures are detailed here, and 
that’s just the start. Interwoven in his 
m isadventu res a re r i ch h is to r ica l 
backgrounds on all things China.

After spending extended periods of time 
outside of Beijing, he decided to rent a 
house, something small and neat. As a 
writer, he was looking for someplace 
peaceful to get his work done. As his stay 
in the countryside progressed, he met his 
neighbours and became more and more 
involved in their daily lives. Armed with his 
linguistic mastery and astute Chinese 
sensitivity, he was permitted, even 
welcomed, into their lives. This book 
relates to the reader, some of the most 
intimate records of Mainland Chinese 
Country life. And since many of the 
country’s people are moving into the city, it 
allows anyone living in China for the first 
time, a better understanding at the elusive 
‘Chinese mind.’ 

There are countless books on Chinese 
history, opinion pieces, books on the Tao, 
books on how Confucian thought has 
influenced Chinese society. This book 
shows, with incredible detail, the level to 
which the Chinese family supersedes all, 
and the oft-cited Guanxi (Chinese for 
‘Relationships’) can lead one to greatness, 
or corruption.

Now previously I had theorized that Guanxi 
was how the Chinese ‘made up’ for not 
having a strong legal system. I suppose I 
was half right. There are paper contracts 
all over China which are completely 

worthless. Ultimately Guanxi represents 
your personal recourse. Backing up those 
contracts is no one, certainly no court, but 
rather, the other people in the community 
who will support you. In a sense, you have 
to go out and get your jury.

Moreover, guanxi isn’t just a form of 
currency, but a useful re-useable one. 
Chinese often buy big cartons of cigarettes 
and pass them to friends and business 
partners as gifts; you can imagine the 
cartons of cigarettes getting passed 
around the city, as one upstart has dinner 
with a client, who then passes it onto an 
official, who then passes it on to a good 
friend, who then tries to start up his own 
business, and uses it to get favours there. 
Sometimes, they don’t even smoke these 
gifts, they just pass them around. 
Sometimes the ‘gift’ is no gift at all, but a 
favor, or the patronage of someone’s 
business. As you see, these are favors that 
everyone benefits from, in many ways.

The Guanxi, or palm-grease, is the wiggle 
room. It may be that the locals don’t feel it 
the way outsiders do, because locals 
know how to bend the rules. So Guanxi is 
not only the legal system, and the system 
of currency, but the valve that makes life 
livable. 

With connections. Some of those with 
connections will rise; in fact, those same 
officials often started as little fish, growing 
their network to become big fish. That’s 
one way to go from nothing, to being 
super famous in China–to leave your mark. 

And to some, that’s the most important 
thing of all.

http://blog.onbeing.org/post/39903167/building-guanxi-trent-gilliss-online-editor
http://blog.onbeing.org/post/39903167/building-guanxi-trent-gilliss-online-editor
http://www.asiahealthcareblog.com/2011/06/22/smoke-free-china-when-were-good-and-ready-says-chinas-tobacco-lobby/
http://www.asiahealthcareblog.com/2011/06/22/smoke-free-china-when-were-good-and-ready-says-chinas-tobacco-lobby/


Out of Mao’s 
Shadow
The Struggle for the Soul of a New China

I’ve been living in China for a mere 3 years, but already 
I’m looking for some soul.

Probably because I’ve been living in two of the least 
“Chinese” cities: Shenzhen (a city that was a small fishing 
town just 40 years ago, before Deng Xiaoping blessed it to 
be China’s liaison between the production bases in 
Guangdong, and the Investment houses in immaculate 
Hong Kong) and Shanghai (historically the trading port for 
Beijing, connected by the Grand Canal, which insulated the 
Capital from attack by sea, historically broken into foreign 
concessions).



Everywhere I go, I see mega malls, 
money and materialism.

If I’ve been irritated or put off by this, 
imagine how the locals feel. The deeper 
you dig, the worse it gets. And my 
impression after reading this book is 
that the ‘soulless’ China you see in 
Shenzhen and Shanghai (for very 
different reasons)  has made the locals 
jaded, and cynical. The more you read, 
the more you find the corruption is not 
just at the state level (certainly, North 
Americans are equally cynical there), 
but at the municipal level as well, and 
that it boils down to the most 
fundamental principles of life in China.

The lack of a legitimate legal system 
means the only way you can get 
something out of somebody (even 
money won’t do) is by playing the 
relationship game. Money can be taken 
away by cops, and government. 

Your home, which has some market 
value, can be taken away at anytime, 
by the very leaders who are supposed 
to be enforcing the laws. (Yes, officially, 
China does have a constitution) That is 
why re l a t i onsh ips ( spec i fica l l y, 
friendships, and accounts of favours 
you owe and are owed) are vital to your 
success in China.

Anyone who’s been to China for more 
than 5 minutes knows the word guanxi, 
which means ‘relationships’. It seems 
to me that primers on guanxi should 
not only be fed to foreigners when they 

arrive in China, but to the farmers and 
peasants who’ve l ived here for 
generations, as well. There are, of 
course, cases in this book that will 
break your heart, where peasants are 
taken advantage of; when they rally and 
riot and chant that their rights are being 
compromised, there it is: their lack of 
guanxi, not their poverty, staring them 
in the face. Guanxi is the original 
currency, not barter. And that is why it’s 
so crucial here.

The flip side to that argument is that, of 
course, those who are wealthy in China 
have generally done something illegal 
and scandalous to get there. The price 
to pay for wealth and prosperity here is 
not just understanding guanxi but 
sacrificing your morals and principles 
as well. This tends to paint these huge 
burgeoning metropolises like Beijing 
Shanghai and Shenzhen as ‘dirty’ and 
‘soulless’. Yes, even the great Beijing, 
home to the wonderful Temple of 
Heaven, the almighty Wall, and the 
Forbidden City, can be considered 
soulless, if evil, and wretched things are 
transpiring there.
It wasn’t always this way. And that’s the 
important thing here. There are heroes 
everywhere, they won’t be talked about 
(much) in the locked down press, and 
they’ve mostly been wiped out of 
Chinese history books, and shushed in 
school discussion, but they’re definitely 
were, and are heroes. Philip Pan 
highlights several of them with this 
book--Philip himself, being a American 
who had to go to Beijing to learn 



Mandarin, dressed up as a peasant to 
sneak into the Zhang Xi’de case 
against Linquan county-- and reflecting 
on the title of this amazing book, it filled 
me with great satisfaction in knowing 
that the coldness of the Shanghainese, 
or the ruthless competition in Shenzhen 
was not the Chinese in their element; it 
was Chinese people responding to a 
world, and a government that wanted 
to shut them down–a government that 
viewed them not as citizens, but as 
minuscule parts of a huge machine, 
that every so often, needed parts to be 
replaced, greased and repaired.

And what do the officials do when 
they’re cornered by Chinese lawyers, or 
rights activists? What do they do when 
an International paper catches them 
doing something naughty (for example, 
a book is published that details their 
frivolous escapades)?

They make a sound, that sounds like 
the babbling of an infant, blaming his 
little sister for the baseball that broke 
your bedroom window, or the empty 
cookie jar. The Officials, if you will, have 
no clothes. And you would know that if 
China had a free press, and didn’t 
interfere with computer networks. And 
you know that from reading some of 
the accounts in this book. Not only do 
the Officials have no clothes, they have 
no education, and they have no morals. 
They have no legacies, no decency, 
and no restraint to their sickening 
greed, or repulsive lust. Because they 
are just children, and do not deserve 

the regard of a wise Confucian, or 
serene Buddhist. Unfortunately, they’re 
also in charge. 

Those who are young enough can 
compete in school, get an exceptionally 
high score on the national exams, and if 
they ’ re ext remely lucky, w in a 
scholarship to an international university 
and build a life abroad, essentially 
escaping China. 

However, the local Chinese are still 
faced with the ultimate dilemma: 
guanxi, or money. They can either join 
the ranks of Zhang Xide, as rascal 
opportunists with big guanxi, fat bank 
accounts, and 24 hour security teams, 
or devote their lives to making money 
(and lots of it)  just to survive. Even if 
that means being cold to strangers on 
the street, fighting for that Taxi cab, 
telling white lies, stealing from your 
boss– whatever it takes to survive. After 
several years in China, It’s not the food, 
or even my family that I truly miss from 
home, it’s the moral fiber. 

As has been said a million times before, 
China is without its middle class–its 
Golden age where hard work and grit 
was enough to provide for your family 
and live a full happy life. Here in China, 
happiness means dealing with the 
tenuous grasp of guanxi, and the 
unsettling question it whispers in your 
ear: 

Are you my friend, or am I just a way for 
you to move forward in life?



When a Billion 
Chinese Jump
Environmental rumbles from across the pacific

As Watts trucks around China, meeting the locals, and 
reporting the story on the various aspects of the 

environment; from the dusty farmers, to the most brilliant 
scientists in the country, he attempts valiantly to end the 

book on a high note. As Watts puts it, China is on a mission 
to beat the crap out of Math. 

How? 



Well, looking at the numbers, the throngs 
of Chinese people, the vastness of its land, 
the mountains of trash, the unimaginable 
statistics on pollution– it’s tempting to 
throw in the towel, but Watts won’t have 
any of it. For its part, China is putting all its 
money behind the greatest scientists on 
Earth, and figuring out how to get cleaner 
water/energy, and bigger, juicier produce. 
The race is between a frenetic population 
growth and the dwindling resources that 
keep them all going.

On the ground in rural China, there is a 
wispy paradoxical mirage, at once a 
driving force, and impossible to validate, 
and that is the dream, the delusion, that 
getting rich will make all the problems in 
the world go away. It’s one struggling lower 
class workers have passed around for 
millennia, but in 2011, at this scale, at this 
speed, with these stakes, the little lie that 
kept the Consumerist train going all these 
years could devastate us all.

How can you tell a farmer from Hei Long 
Jiang province that getting rich is 
overrated? All they know is that life is 
much better now than it was 20 years ago. 
They have more money, and more food, 
than their parents did. And until their 
stomachs and their neighbors’ stomachs 
are full, the Environment will always take a 
backseat. And it’s not as if this is just a 
Chinese problem: the truth is, in a 
massively efficient global ‘organization’ of 
sorts, we’ve all decided (for numerous 
reasons) that China is a great place to 
make stuff. Mass production, batch 
processing, cost minimization, and 
resource centralization, is done to 
perfection in South China. So the countries 
from all over the world have decided to 

outsource not just their manufacturing 
industries, but the pollution that goes with 
it, to China.

You see, that’s the dirty little secret. 

We all did this. As I sit here in my Shanghai 
apartment, perhaps I should feel the most 
guilty. The lifestyle portrayed in Shanghai in this 
book, is particularly nauseating. I actually felt 
physically disturbed reading about the shallow 
meaningless ‘social climbing’ that goes on in 
Shanghai (just as it must in Los Angeles, New 
York, or San Francisco on any given night). 

In Shanghai it’s  the army of Nouveau Riche, 
and it’s what millions upon millions of empty 
bellied-Chinese here aspire to. You’ve been 
warned. As you read about the (now defunct) 
Barbie Stores, or the infamous Bar Rouge on 
the Bund, it’s  as if city planners in the capital 
are saying, “take all the Foreign trash and plop 
it in Shanghai… We don’t want the gaudy 
architecture, or all those ridiculously overpriced 
night clubs–and we sure aren’t going to let 
them put a bloody Disneyland next to the 
Forbidden City!” 

Like the supply chain mastery and batch 
processing that goes on down in Guangdong 
province, Shanghai seems to be the 
centralized dumpsite for the wasteful foreign 
lifestyle. A cash cow, to be sure, but one that 
must be contained.

So how do we solve this freight train of 
consumerism? Invest in clean technologies? 
Implement controversial and unpopular 
restrictions on family sizes? With all the money, 
manpower, and intellect at your disposal, what 
would you do? 

Just how far would you go to beat the Math?
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