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Oral history in China

Tales of old
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EVER since Jung Chang’s 1991 book, “"Wild Swans”, became an AFP
international bestseller, writers about China have understood that it :
is people’s personal stories that bring to life the difficult history of
this country. “China Witness” is a new addition to the genre.

China Witness:
Voices from a Silent

Generation
By Xinran

The author, Xinran Xue, who uses the name Xinran as a nom de
plume, is an old hand. From 1988 to 1997 she was one of the
country’s most popular broadcasters. In a state-run medium
dominated by propaganda, she invited women to pick up the
telephone and tell their life stories on air. A deluge of personal
revelation followed, and the programme earned a huge following.
In 1997 Xinran moved to England, where she met and later
married Jung Chang’s then literary agent. He encouraged her to
write “The Good Women of China”, a collection of stories, based on
those radio confessions, that revealed the raw misery of the lives of
many women, especially in the countryside.

Pantheon,; 448 pages;
$28.95, Chatto & Windus;
£20

Buy it at
Amazon.com

In “China Witness”, which was published in Britain last October and
is just coming out in America, Xinran turns to the people she terms
the “grandparents” of China. She is afraid of what will be lost when those who have lived through China’s modern history
inevitably grow old and die. The younger generation knows very little about their elders’ experience, in particular about
what they endured and sacrificed in the name of Mao Zedong’s great experiment. Several of Xinran’s interviewees tell her
not just that the young do not know about the past, but they do not particularly want to know. Politically sensitive issues
are rarely discussed.

Although “China Witness” lacks the stark novelity of “The Good Women of China”, and occasionally lapses into slightly
sentimental language, it is still an engaging and affecting book. The reader meets a 75-year-old man who joined the
police in 1949 and left in disgust at corruption in the 1980s, losing most of his retirement benefits in the process. He has
not ventured outside his tiny house for years because his wife is in a coma, and he does not want her to wake up and find

him gone.

Xinran speaks also to a woman who runs a stall mending shoes. She and her husband, who repairs bicycles, live in such
poverty that they use old tyres as seats. But they have sent both their children to good universities and on to
postgraduate study. The woman remembers her own fierce academic ambition and how the Cultural Revolution put an
end to it. Now she is living through her children, and her own needs seem of little concern to her.

The author wants to restore China’s pride in itself and she clutches at straws of hope. When she reads in a newspaper
about a legal reform that requires all death sentences to be ratified by the supreme court, she eagerly telephones the
former police officer, expecting that he will share her enthusiasm for what she sees as an important step in the right
direction. Instead, he tells her, “These are just words on paper, miles away from the heads of the people who deal with
the cases.”
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· What do you know about China?

· Do you know any Chinese authors or writers?

· Have you read any novels by them or seen any films set in China? What struck you most about them?

· How would you describe the people you’ve had contact with?

· Have there been more changes for people in China than for people in Spain in the last few decades? In what way?

· How would your life be different if you’d been born and brought up in China?

