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Dear Peter,

When I started my Fellowship in China in September 1993, a mem-
ber of our institute said to me: “Fellowship, despite its name, is a
lonely calling.” I did have this feeling during the first two months of
my stay in Shanghai, particularly when I found that residents in the
city, including my relatives and childhood friends, seemed to be in-
terested in nothing but making money. It was very difficult for me, 1
thought, to adjust to life in my new surroundings although Shanghai
is my native city.

The sense of alienation, however, has, diminished as my under-
standing of Shanghai and its residents has deepened, especially
when 1 started to live like a resident instead of a foreign visitor. Peo-
ple’s mentality and customs often reflect both historical legacy and
socio-economic conditions in a given society. I have become sympa-
thetic with those who seem to be concerned too much about money-
making. These people, as I come to realize, are simply caught in the
rapid change in the country in which they live.

Therefore, to know how people in my native land live, how govern-
ment policies affect their lives, and how the change in their lives
transforms the way they think has become a principal objective of
my fellowship in China. My negative attitude toward Shanghai, my
tellowship base, has changed. My life has been filled with inter-
views, chats, traveling, reporting, and the “happiness of a full work-
ing schedule” — please allow me to borrow the words, that you once
wrote to me.

Fellowship, in both a religious and a non-religious sense, is a matter
of sharing. This sharing can be a conversation with a Chinese whom
I met during my journey across China, can be a report that I wrote
and that was circulated among hundreds of ICWA readers, or can be
a formal talk presented at a conference and on other occasions.

During the past twenty months, I had the extraordinary opportu-
nity to speak to various groups in academia, government, business,
and journalism, in both China and abroad. For example, last Septem-
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ber, 1 attended a conference on regional economic
cooperation held in Hanoi, Vietnam, giving a talk on
the “Changing Relationship between the Private Sector
and Government.” One month later, I spoke to the
board meeting of an international investment group
held in Beijing. My presentation was “Economic Issues
and Future Growth in China.” During the Spring Festi-
val this year, 1 had a working holiday in Canberra
where I gave a talk at the Australian National Univer-
sity on “China’s Internal Migration.” Later this month,
I am going to take a five-day trip to Norway and Den-
mark to speak at an international workshop on “Occu-
pational Mobility and Labor Relations in China.”

I greatly enjoy sharing my experiences and observa-
tions in China with people who are interested in this
rapidly changing country. For me, this is undoubt-
edly a learning experience. Many questions from the
distinguished audience have helped me identify new
topics for my reports and important issues for further

scholarly investigation.

My fellowship in China will come to a conclusion at
the end of August. I will resume my teaching job in the
United States and will speak at the ICWA Members’
meeting in Washington, DC. December 15. The main
function of my job will no longer be that of a reporter,
but be that of a lecturer. I will have more opportuni-
ties, I hope, to speak and to share my two-year fellow-
ship in this fascinating country with a large number of
concerned people outside China.

Below is the transcript of the talk that I recently pre-
sented at a Board of Trustees meeting of the U.S.-Japan
Foundation presided over in Shanghai by ICWA mem-
ber Stephen Bosworth. Your comments and advice are
most welcome.

Sincerely,

Cheng Li

Shanghai Surprises

Unless We Behold We Cannot Understand

Transcript of a Speech Delivered at the Board of Trustees meeting ot the U.S. Japan Foundation

Thank you very much, Ambassador Bosworth, for
that overly generous introduction. I am honored to
speak to such a distinguished audience. I want to ap-
plaud you for holding your 1995 meeting of board of
trustees here in Shanghai, a place that is the very sym-
bol of economic dynamism and rapid social change. It
is a testament to the foresight, global thinking, and
creative approach of the US-Japan Foundation and its
inspired board members.

A few years ago no one could imagine that a New
York-based US-Japan foundation would have its an-
nual meeting in a Chinese city. The way China has
been neglected in the international community, espe-
cially in the business world, is astonishing. Ten years
ago, when 1 first arrived in the United States and
started my graduate study at U.C. Berkeley, I was in-
vited to address a dinner meeting of board members of
a company based in Oakland, California. The dinner
was held in a local Chinese restaurant and I was asked
to speak specifically about China — its politics, econ-
omy and culture. But it did not take long for me to fig-
ure out that these business people were not interested
in China or Chinese culture at all. During dinner, I
asked the host why they invited me to talk about
China, “Oh,” he explained, “we are having a Chinese
meal. Isn’t it appropriate to have a Chinese speaker
talking about China while we are enjoying Chinese
food such as Sweet-Sour Soup, Beijing Duck, Mongo-
lian Beef, and Fortune Cookies?”

I never knew whether the host said this jokingly or

2 CL-21

seriously. But indifference to China and lack of knowl-
edge about the most populous country in the world
during previous decades has been nothing unusual, es-
pecially for those of us who remember that an Ameri-
can astronaut first landed on the moon three years be-
fore an American president first set foot in China.l

Times have changed. Nowadays when you step into
a corporate boardroom in New York, London, Paris or
Tokyo, you can certainly hear people talking about
China — “the next great business frontier, the land of
boundless profits”2 although these board members are
probably eating nothing but bagels, muffins, crois-
sants, or sushi. Like your foundation, many interna-
tional organizations and multinational companies have
recently held their board meetings here in Shanghai.

You may have heard stories about the economic
boom in this largest city of China. But hearing about is
simply is not the same as seeing it. During the past 20
months I have had an extraordinary opportunity, as a
Fellow of the Institute of Current World Affairs, to live
in Shanghai and travel across China. My assignhment is
to analyze and write about the current situation and
trends in China. It has been a fascinating task for me
because Shanghai is the city where I was born and
bred. My parents” house is actually only a three-minute
walk from this hotel. There was, of course, no Garden
Hotel, only the French Club in this place when I was a
young boy. I always had a sense of awe whenever I
passed the French Club, which was called the Jin Jiang
Club then. I heard that Chairman Mao often came to



Garden Hotel Shanghai — site of
the U.S.-Japan Foundation meet-
ing. This Japanese-run hotel is
located on an interesting site in
Shanghai. The lower building
used to be called he French
Club—the gathering place for
rich and powerful people in the
French concession during the
early 20th century. After the
Communist Revolution, its name
was changed to the Jin Jiang
Club. Chairman Mao often came
here when he was in Shanghai.
The Jin Jiang Club provided an
excellent ballvoom full of beauti-
ful girls.

the French Club to handle important state affairs when
he was in Shanghai. Not until last year, after reading
the memoirs written by Mao’s doctor, did I learn that
Mao actually came here to dance with young girls.

I have been enjoying my stay here in Shanghai not
only because I have a lot of childhood memories as
well as many friends and relatives, but mainly because,
after having lived in the U.S. for eight years, I find
Shanghai is a city filled with surprises. If life means re-
sponding to surprises, means seeing familiar things
from a new perspective, or means being forced to ree-
valuate what one has previously thought as an Ameri-
can writer once defined it — then Shanghai is surely a
“fountainhead of life” for me.3

Let me share with you some of the surprises that I
have encountered as I have been observing the changes
in my native city. A discussion of these surprises, I
hepe, can help us grasp current trends and future pros-
pects for the country in general.

The first surprise for me has obviously been the rapid
physical changes in the appearance of Shanghai. In the
summer of 1988, an American journalist named James
Fallows visited Shanghai and wrote an article entitled
“Shanghai Surprise.” What really surprised him was
not something new in the city, but the buildings and
streets that remained the same over a half century. In
his words, visiting Shanghai was “like rolling time
back fifty years.”¢ He was absolutely right because the

The most appropriate
symbol of Shanghai to-
day is the crane —
the construction crane.

appearance of Shanghai did not change much in the
first four decades of the People’s Republic ‘of China.
Only since the beginning of the 1990s did Shanghai be-
gin its serious effort to become a born-again giant city.

Officials in Shanghai like to use the image “head of
the dragon” to describe the leading role of Shanghai in
China’s, economic development. The dragon is a sym-
bol representing power and prosperity. But I think a
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Shanghaz}zas 1,304 skyscrapers, of which 1,095 were built in the past five years. For a half century

the 13-story and 78 meter-high Park Hotel was the highest building in Shanghai. It was exceeded
only in 1983 when the 92-meter-high Shanghai Hotel was built. Now Shanghai is catching up with
Manhattan. East Shanghai proposes to build a business center that will be even higher than the

Sears building in Chicago. [Photo: China Daily]

better symbol, at least a more appropriate one, for
Shanghai is the crane, which symbolizes the huge con-
struction machine. The entire Shanghai city is like a con-
struction site where hundreds of skyscrapers are being
built at the same time. Some of you may visit Pudong,
the east side of the Huangpu River. When you have an
overview of the city from the newly-built, gigantic 468-
meter high TV tower, or when you see the city from a
distance as your car is driving along the tall Yangpu
Bridge, you will find this description is accurate.

Shanghai has been undergoing such a drastic and
dramatic physical change that no maps of the city are
accurate and every guidebook about Shanghai becomes
out of date as soon as it is printed. People have to come
here to find out what is happening. Paul Theroux, a
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well-known American writer, recently took a trip to
China’s southern provinces and he found the area fas-
cinating because, in his words, this is the land “where
only local knowledge matters and word of mouth is
everything.”5

When I left for the U.S. in 1985, Shanghai was a city
without night life. All stores were closed at 7 M. But
now one can hardly fail to be impressed by the glaring
and glamorous neon lights in miles and miles of hotels,
theaters, restaurants, Karaoke bars, and night clubs that
have made the city so vibrant and colorful. I have never
seen a city with as many neon lights and night clubs as
Shanghai. (Yes, I have been to both Las Vegas and Shin-
juko.) Shanghai has over 5,000 night clubs and most of
them opened during the past two years.



A Night scene along Nanjing Road, Shanghai.

Even more impressive is the mushrooming growth
of department stores in Shanghai. Right across the
street from the Garden Hotel is the Jin Jiang Dickson
Center, a three-floor department store. One year ago
that was still a parking garage, but now it is a fancy
shopping mall, as elegant as the one in the Pacific
Place of Hong Kong. If you walk along the street out-
side this hotel and then turn right, you can see another
fabulous six-story shopping center, which has a
French name — Printemps. But only a few months ago,
this area was nothing but a number of shabby grocery
stores. The products sold there now are even more ex-
pensive than the same products sold in Rockefeller
center in Manhattan or Sogo in Yokohama.

You may ask how people in Shanghai can afford
these luxuries. Who are the consumers of luxury
goods? This is precisely the question that I asked when
I first arrived in Shanghai. I was born into a rich fam-
ily in the late 1950s. My father was a capitalist who
owned several factories before the Communist revolu-
tion and my mother, a Roman Catholic herself, was a

A night club called Shanghai Hongmo-
fong (French Red Mill in Shanghai) has
been built on the site of the primary
school that I attended as a young boy.
Shanghai now has over 5,000 night
clubs, most of them opened during the
past two years.
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The Jin Jiang Dickson Center, a
parking garage only a year ago.
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teacher in a Catholic school in Shanghai. Up until
the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, my
family had maintained a high standard of living,.
But a high standard of living those days meant
no more than three dishes per meal for a family.

I still remember my first day of kindergarten. I
brought a lunch box and an orange. But I found
that I was the only child among 50 kids in the
class that brought a lunch box. Other kids had
only steamed bread or crackers. Some kids didn’t
bring anything. I never opened my lunch box to
eat because I could not stand everyone looking at
me. Later that day I told my mother with tears in
my eyes that I would never bring a lunch box to
kindergarten. All the children in this kindergarten
came from a relatively wealthy neighborhood, but
still their parents could not afford to give them
enough food.

Now even the poorest families in Shanghai can
afford meat and fruit every day. Never in history
have so many people made so much progress in
their economic conditions in a single generation
as residents of the coast of China. Some have be-
come incredibly rich. These rich people are called
dahu, a new term that may be translated as the

An old couple and their grandson enjoy
sitting in front of a shop window at the
Jin Jiang Dickson center. Their residence
is too hot and the cool air-conditioned
wind leaking from the gate of the center
makes them comfortable. They, of course,
have never been inside this fancy mall.
“The price of a lady’s blouse in this win-
dow,” the woman said to me, “is almost
equal to two years of my pension.”



On the corner of Huaihai Road
and Shaanxi Road, a fabulous
six-story shopping center, which
has a French name, Printemps,
recently opened.

“big money-bugs.” China’s rapid growth rates and
new economic structures such as the rise of private en-
terprises, joint ventures, and the stock market have
produced, for the first time in the PRC history, an em-
bryonic form of middle class.

At present, this class includes entrepreneurs in urban
private firms, rural industrialists, speculators in the
stock market, real estate agents or agents of other busi-
nesses. Other examples: managers in collective firms
who earn profits through contracts, government offi-
cials who have made fortunes through corruption, Chi-
nese representatives for foreign firms, Chinese execu-
tives in big joint ventures, sport stars and famous
artists. Chinese who used to work abroad, especially in
Japan, the US and Australia, where they saved a great
deal of money, and professional call girls, whom we
call “Oriental Hollywood Heidis” have also moved
into the middle class. The richest ones usually own

three-story houses with Jacuzzi bathtubs, drive Lincoln
Town Cars or Mercedes, wear Rolex watches, and ap-
pear in public places with bodyguards and personal
secretaries.

Most of these work in nonstate sector or “spend
money” from the state sector where they work. For a
quarter century, the PRC did not allow private compa-
nies. Private firms began to reappear in Shanghai dur-
ing the mid-1980s and increased quickly during the
last three years. By mid-1994, Shanghai had about
14,000 private industrial firms and 117,000 private
stores.” According to a recent survey of China’s major
cities, 32% of the average income of employees, in both
state and non-state sectors, are from sources other than
regular salaries.8 People make money through moon-
lighting, investment in the stock market, and other
means. Making money has become the foremost aim in
life.

The opening of the subway in
Shanghai in April this year is a
milestone for Shanghai’s urban

construction. Following Beij-

ing, Shanghai has become the
second city in Mainland China
that has a subway. It took five
years to complete the Metro
Line No. 1, which cost about 5
billion yuan ($595 million).
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A group of Shanghai chil-
dren sightseeing in the Bund.
They are growing up during a
prosperity and economic
boom. They cannot imagine—
and probably will never un-
derstand — the poverty and
hunger that their parents’
generation experienced.

The bank savings of Shanghai residents increased from
3 billion yuan in 1980 to 25 billion yuan (3 billion US
dollars) in 1990, a growth of over eight times within
ten years.? Chinese citizens nationwide had more than
2,000 billion yuan (244 billion US dollars) in financial
assets by 1993. This 2,000 billion yuan is twice the
value of all state assets in the mid-1990s. As recently as
1978, the ratio of reported nonstate assets to state assets
was 1:200 — but 15 years later, in 1993, it was 2:1.1.
This rapid change from 1:200 to 2:1 tells us a great deal
about the fundamental change in the relationship be-
tween the state and citizens. The government has lost
the material resources to guide the lives of citizens.

People in the West, including many China experts,
have assumed that post-Mao China has made tremen-
dous progress in economic reform, but not as much in
political reform. I think this assumption is too simplis-

tic, if not entirely wrong One cannot really separate ec-
onomic reform from political change. The abolition of
the “People’s Commune” in the late 1970s and the on-
going urban privatization, for example, are considered
economic reforms, but these economic reforms have
brought about fundamental political changes to Chi-
nese society. In addition, decentralization of power at
all levels of government, the rise of technocrats in lead-
ership, the experiment of an independent legal system,
the consolidation of the power of the People’s Con-
gress (China’s legislature) and more genuine grass-root
and local elections, are some of the important political
reforms that have been taking place in China.

China is of course not a free and democratic country.
But I find, surprisingly, that ordinary Chinese enjoy a
great degree of individual freedom. For myself, to be
honest, except for a few occasions, I have hardly no-

The joy of a Shanghaiese Dahu.




Xujiahui Cathedral in Shanghai. By
the end of 1991, there were in the city
114 religious places for worship, of
which 51 were Catholic churches, 27
Christian churches, 24 Buddhist
temples, 6 Taoist temples and 6
Mosques. According to the municipal
government of Shanghai, there are
500,000 religious believers in the city.

ticed that I have been in an oppressive, Communist
country during my stay here. Two months ago, I vis-
ited Australia. During the trip, I met a retired Austra-
lian bureaucrat. He asked me where I came from. I told
him that I grew up in China and immigrated to the
United States, but currently work in China as an inter-
national correspondent. “Oh,” he said, “it must have
been bloody tough for you to live under Communists
again. What do you think of these bloody conservative
communists?” “Well,” I replied, “I haven’t seen even
one Communist during my journey across China, in-
stead I saw so many bloody greedy capitalists there.”

In today’s China, no one wants to be identified as
Communist or a Communist Party member. If you take
a taxi in China and chat with the taxi driver, nine out
of ten times he will make fun of the Communist Party
and its leaders. Just a few days ago, a taxi driver and I
discussed current top leaders. For him, none of these
top leaders is good enough to succeed Den. He said “Li
Peng does not have a brain and Jiang Zeming does not
have a heart.” I told him that if he made this kind of re-
mark on Chinese leaders a couple of decades ago, he
would be in jail. “Yes,” he replied jokingly, “that infor-
mation was a State secret then, but not now.”

People in China now can more openly criticize gov-
ernment policies, though they may not get their criti-
cism published. Actually, cynicism about authorities
has already become the daily routine in conversations
among Shanghai residents. There is a local saving in
Shanghai, reflecting this newly won “civil right.” The
saying goes like this: “The powerful people can do
whatever they want to do, rich people can buy what-
ever they like to buy, and ordinary people can con-
demn whatever they need to condemn.” A friend of
mine calls this phenomenon “a tripartite balance of
forces” (sanquan fenli )

Make no mistake, the Chinese government firmly
controls mass media and has rejected any societal de-
mand for “freedom of the press.” Yet quite often, I
come across articles in newspapers and programs on
television voicing public reservations about govern-
ment policies. Channel 8 in Shanghai TV, for example,
has a special program called “Editorial Office of Docu-
mentary.” This program reminds me of CBS’s “Sixty
Minutes” in the United States, because it tells some
outrageous stories about Chinese society. Recently, it
broadcast a series on the ongoing construction of the
Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River. A friend of
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My mother, my uncle, and aunt
are all Roman Catholics. During
the Cultural Revolution, they suf-
fered greatly . My aunt lost her
husband. They are happy with the
religious freedom that they have
now, although they are refrus-
trated by inflation, official corrup-
tion, and of course, from their
point of view, the degradation of
social morals. “There are too
many books and magazines on sex
in the book booths on the street,”
my mother often complains.

They are sightseeing in the Peo-
ple s Square after Sunday Mass.

mine, after seeing the series, called me and said that
this film made him realize how stupid and irresponsi-
ble the Chinese government was to start this dam
project.

Live talk radio has also found its way into Chinese cit-
ies and has attracted millions of young listeners. Sex
and sexuality were considered taboos during the Mao
era, but can now be openly discussed. In a return jour-
ney to China, a Chinese American professor was aston-
ished to see a Playboy Calendar welcoming guests in
the hotel where he stayed. He was particularly struck
by the sight because at the college in the US where he
taught, “there was a heated debate among students
over whether the magazine should be removed from
the college library.”11

Indeed, during the past few years, Shanghai has
changed in all important ways in its physical appear-
ance, its economic condition, the life styles of residents,
its political structure, and its social and moral values.
Most of these changes are, in my view, for the better.

But Shanghai has not always been a pleasant sur-
prise for me. As I have stayed here longer, especially
living like a Chinese resident rather than a foreign visi-
tor, I learned some of the serious problems and con-
straints that both the city and the entire country face.
Mark Twain was absolutely right when he said that
until a visitor becomes a resident, it is impossible to
have an accurate understanding of a place and its
people.

Foreign visitors to Shanghai can easily notice the
traffic jams. They are often frustrated and angry as
their taxis are stuck on the narrow streets of the city.
But probably very few of them could really imagine
the hardship and frustration of local residents who
are bus riders. In the hot humid summer, they are
packed in overcrowded buses and every passenger is
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wet with sweat. In the cold Shanghai winter, many
bus riders wait in the rain or the wind and cannot
manage to get on the already overcrowded buses. The
number of bus passengers in the city reached 4.6 bil-
lion annually in the late 1980s, 18 times that of 1949,
but the number of buses increased only 4 times and
the road space increased only 2 times.12

The situation will get much worse as thousands of
downtown residents have moved to distant suburbs
because the local government has leased the down-
town area to foreign investors. But these people usu-
ally work in the downtown area. The relocation of
downtown residents has been one of the central issues
in Shanghai in the past few years and it has greatly in-
creased the tension between Shanghai residents and
the local government. Street protests occurred a num-
ber of times in the past two years and the government
used force to crack down on these demonstrators. Pro-
testers resented the authorities’ ruthlessness in this
post-revolutionary urban land reform. Families were
usually given only a few weeks’ notice, and they sel-
dom had many options to decide where to move. Also,
they had to pay large sums to the government if they
wanted to have more space in their newly allocated
homes.

Many complained that the children of Deng Xiaop-
ing and Chen Yun, another revolutionary veteran
who died a few days ago, as well as some local offi-
cials, take kickbacks (huikou) from foreigners, includ-
ing business people from Hong Kong and Taiwan
who want to lease land in Shanghai.

People also complained that the local government is
more interested in building fancy hotels and offices
than in helping those low income families with insuffi-
cient housing. According to an official report, about
900,000 families in Shanghai had insufficient houaing
(meaning less than 4 square meters per person); and



among them, 70,000 families had no room at all to
live.13

I had a wet nurse (naima) when I was a baby. She
lived in a tiny 8-square-meter room in a shabby house
with her husband and three children. She is a wonder-
ful woman and has a happy family. Working as a wet
nurse or a maid, she brought up her three children.
Two of them later went to college. Now all are married
and each has a child. She no longer worries about food
and clothing for the family. But what makes her anx-
ious is the fact that after 38 years, five people still live
in this tiny 8-square-meter room — my wet nurse, her
husband, her son, her daughter-in-law, and her grand-
daughter — with no bathroom, no kitchen, no privacy.
She and her family have saved some money over the
decade, planning to buy an apartment. But money is
devalued because of inflation. Also because of real es-
tate speculation, the cost of purchasing an apartment in
Shanghai is too high for an ordinary family. I have vis-
ited her four times during the past 20 months. Each
time when I leave her home, which is located near
Nanjing Road and the People’s Square, I cannot help
but feel that fancy department stores, 5-star hotels, the
gigantic TV tower, and neon light around me are un-
real and meaningless.

What has made some Shanghai residents even more
anxious is the increasing number of people in State-
owned enterprises that have lost jobs. It is widely rec-
ognized that China’s State-owned enterprises have
been in serious trouble. According to an influential
Chinese newspaper, 80 percent of China’s state-owned
industrial enterprises currently have hidden deficits.14
The causes of problems are various. For example,
about three-quarters of Shanghai’s textile factories —
the city’s largest industry — had to shut down opera-
tions by the early 1990s because of a shortage of cotton,
old machines, insufficient capital, poor management,
the loss of State assets, the heavy burden of health care
and pensions, and increased market competition from
rural industries in other areas.

State-owned enterprises in many other industries of
Shanghai are also running in the red. The dilemma for
the municipal government is that it cannot afford to
subsidize these industries endlessly while sending
large remittances to Beijing, but it is also unwilling to
let them go bankrupt or to lay off workers. Many
workers are ordered to stay at home waiting for a job.
The government uses a new term, ‘off-post’ (xiagang),
to refer to those “job-waiting” workers. “Off-post”
workers receive only part of their regular salaries. Last
December, 1 attended a reunion party of my high
school class. Twenty-four former classmates showed
up and among them four were “off-post.”

Like me, they are in their late 30s or early 40s. It is dif-
ficult for them to learn new skills quickly and start new
jobs. Many jobs in the city, especially in the entertain-
ment and service sector, are open only to those in their
early 20s. Our reunion party became a “meeting of
complaints.” One friend said that he missed the old
days under Mao — poorer, but more equal. My friend
earned 400 yuan (US$47) a month. But a tour guide
who takes a bus full of Japanese and American tourists
for a day outing in Shanghai can make some 40 US dol-
lars in tips.15 Try to compare their incomes, then you
will have and idea of the disparity.

This is the disparity only between different sectors
within Shanghai. The disparity between Shanghai and
other cities, between urban and rural areas, between
coast and inland is even greater. Partially because of
this disparity and mainly because of the lack of arable
land in rural China, thousands of surplus rural labor-
ers have migrated to cities, especially coastal cities
such as Shanghai. As we all know, China accounts for
22 percent of the world’s population, but has only 7
percent of the world’s arable land. The arable land of
China is only half of the arable land of the United
States, but the number of rural laborers is 120 times

My wet nurse and her 8 square meter “apart-
ment” where five people have lived for 38 years.
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that of the United States.

1t is believed that China now has 200 million surplus
rural laborers. Two hundred million surplus rural la-
borers! This is equal to the population of two Mexicos,
four Britains, and eight Canadas. Two hundred million
surplus laborers exceeds the total population of Indo-
nesia, the fourth most populous country in the world
and is almost equal to the population of the United
States, the third most populous nation. Just imagine
the population of eight Canadas without jobs!

Surplus rural laborers inevitably have to migrate to
urban areas to seek job opportunities. In February
1994, 1 took a train from Hefei, Anhui to Shanghai.
This was the time soon after the Spring Festival, the
most important holiday in China. The train was
crowded with migrant laborers who were returning to
their work places in cities. There was absolutely no
space to stand on the train — when I moved my leg, I
could not find a place to put it down. Some Shanghai-
bound trains were so crowded that even a tiny toilet
on the train sometimes “accommodated” as many as
nine passengers. The toilet in a Chinese train is as
small as the ones on Amtrak in the United States.

Shanghai has been completely unprepared to absorb
so many migrants. Migrant workers have increased the
pressure on urban infrastructure, housing, transporta-
tion (both within the city and across country) health
care, and social welfare. Urban crimes have increased
significantly in recent years because some migrants
could not find jobs in cities. The dilemma for the Chi-
nese government is that it will cause rural unrest if the
government does not allow surplus laborers to mi-
grate, but a free flow of migrants might eventually par-
alyze China’s major cities, including Shanghai.

All the problems that I have just discussed — the
poor urban infrastructure such as transportation and
housing, official corruption, inflation, deficits in State-
owned enterprise, the layoff of State employees and
the pressure of surplus rural laborers — are tough
problems. Each can ruin the economic development
and social stability of the country. There are no easy so-
lutions. However, given all those problems, 1 am really
surprised, and indeed amazed, that Shanghai as well
as all of China has progressed so far in the recent
decade.

I hope that I haven't taken too much of your time. I
get so wound up in the things that have surprised me
in my native city that sometimes I go on too long. I
don’t want to be like the man who spoke for several
hours, and when he ended he apologized and said that
he had forgotten to wear his watch. A person from the
audience shouted, “What's that got to do with it? There
is a calendar on the wall.”

China is changing at such a rapid pace that time, once
measured in decades and centuries, is now measured
in days and months. Not only will these changes have
a profound effect on the way of life of most Chinese
people and the way Chinese society is organized, but
the outcome of such drastic transformations will have
strong implications for the global political economy
and world stability.16 This is a country with tremen-
dous potential, in both positive and negative ways.
China’s economic condition and social stability are not
only Chinese issues, but are, and should be, global
ones. The future of China is a tempting subject to stir
the imagination. I don’t want to predict anything but
change — the only thing that is always certain is
change. Look around you while you are here and you
will see this for yourselves. Q

A reunion party of my for-
mer classmates in Shang-
hai. Among the eight class-
mates of mine in the photo,
two are “off-post.” They are
among the thousands of em-
ployees in the State-owned
enterprises in the city who
were recently laid-off.
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A scene showing some garbage collectors in downtown Shanghai. With no permanent residence permits, no work con-
tracts, no trade union, no welfare benefits, no workplace safety, no medical care, no health insurance, they have become one

of the most vulnerable groups in the city.
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