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IN THE 2012 Corruption Perceptions Index 

report by Transparency International, China 

ranked eightieth out of the 176 countries sur-

veyed, with a score of thirty-nine from a pos-

sible one hundred. By contrast, Singapore is 

ranked fifth with a score of eighty-seven, Hong 

Kong fourteenth with a score of seventy-seven 

and Taiwan is in thirty-seventh place with a 

score of sixty-one. These comparisons show 

that China’s corruption cannot be due to some 

specific way people of a Chinese cultural back-

ground conduct business or public administra-

tion. Since he assumed the presidency, Xi Jin-

ping has refocused the attention of government 

on the eradication of corruption, using not only 

the instruments of state power to arrest and 

detain offenders but also traditional methods 

of persuasion to encourage civilised behaviour 

in the community as a whole. Whether such 

methods, pioneered in the early years of the 

People’s Republic, and in fact even earlier, are 

still effective remains an open question.

BEIJINGÜRÜMQI

北
京

乌
鲁
木
齐

1 MARCH 2013

AN ExEMplARy SoCIEty

Benjamin Penny

Zhuang 
Shihua, a 
surgeon at 
the Xinjiang 
Armed Police 
Corps hospi-
tal in Ürümqi, 
is declared a 
‘Modern-day 
Lei Feng’.
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In the first public speech Xi Jinping made after becoming General Secre-

tary of the Chinese Communist Party on 15 November 2012, he nominated 

graft and corruption as the most important problems facing the Party. On 

19 November, he expanded on these remarks to the new Politburo, declar-

ing that ‘corruption could kill the Party and ruin the country if it were to 

increase in severity and [so] we must be vigilant’. Speaking too of ‘the over-

throw of governments’, he seemed to be making an oblique reference to the 

Arab Spring, blaming endemic corruption in those countries for popular 

discontent and social unrest. Xi’s comments might be dismissed as merely 

the ritualistic denunciation of corruption, as his two predecessors Jiang 

Zemin and Hu Jintao both made similar remarks: Jiang in 2000, and Hu on 

two occasions — in 2007 and in his opening address to the Eighteenth Party 

Congress in 2012. However, the appointment in 2012 of Vice-Premier Wang 

Qishan, the Party’s chief troubleshooter, to head up the Central Commis-

sion for Discipline Inspection of the Communist Party was an indication of 

Xi’s seriousness in this arena. 

On 22 January 2013, Xi followed up on his November 

pronouncements with a more pointed declaration of intent. 

The Party would not just stamp out transgressions among the 

leadership of the country but it would address infractions of 

discipline by local officials as well. In what may become one 

of Xi’s best-known slogans, he asserted that ‘we must fight 

tigers and flies at the same time’ (yao jianchi ‘laohu’, ‘cang-

ying’ yiqi da 要坚持‘老虎’、‘苍蝇’一起打). Xi’s targets included 

the extravagant banquets and other luxury perks that officials have long 

enjoyed, as well as the kind of petty bureaucratic formalism that includes 

endless speechifying and elaborate, expensive and self-aggrandising cer-

emonial events. If the Party failed to address this culture of corruption, 

he warned, then ‘it will be like putting up a wall between our Party and 

the people, and we will lose our roots, our lifeblood and our strength’. To 

prevent corruption occurring in the first place, power should be exercised 

within what he called ‘a cage of regulations’.

Fighting tigers and Flies

putting VIp Cards on the table
In a further development of the anti-graft campaign announced by Xi Jinping shortly after he 
formally assumed the presidency in March 2013, Wang Qishan — chief of the Party’s Central 
Commission for Discipline Inspection — demanded that officials in the state’s disciplinary and 
supervisory systems hand in all VIP membership cards (huiyuanka 会员卡 or huisuoka 会所卡). 
Businesses offering luxury goods and services, including golf clubs, restaurants and spas, issue 
such VIP cards. Charged up with money like a debit card or gift voucher, the cards may be used 
to enjoy services at the clubs, or sold: shops adjacent to such venues may advertise that they ‘ac-
cept cards’ — meaning they will buy them for resale. Their value can reach into millions of yuan. 
Whether exchanged for money or used for goods and services, the cards allow for cashless 
bribes. The clubs that offer them, often unmarked and hidden behind high walls, additionally 
provide a private venue for backroom deals as well as the enjoyment of prostitutes and other 
entertainments. 
 At a teleconference held by the Commission on 27 May 2013, Wang said that the ‘VIP card’ 
campaign sends a signal to the Party and society that anti-graft officials are serious about im-
proving their ‘work style’ (zuofeng 作风). Wang also noted that the campaign is a prelude to the 
Party’s Action to Implement Mass Line Education (Qunzhong luxian jiaoyu shijian huodong 群众
路线教育实践活动), and that disciplinary officials must rectify their own behaviour first.
 The campaign is described as an Action to Eradicate VIP Cards (huiyuanka zhuanxiang qing-
tui huodong 会员卡专项清退活动). The Central Commission for Discipline Inspection issued a 
circular to officials setting the deadline of 20 June 2013 for officials to hand in all their cards.
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Wang Qishan, 
the party’s 
chief  trouble-
shooter.  
Source: Wikime-
dia Commons

Entrance of a VIP clubhouse. In May 2013, officials and employees working in disciplinary and supervisory  
departments were ordered to discard all VIP membership cards. 
Source: ImagineChina 
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Corruption is undeniably one of China’s most pernicious problems. In 

October 2012, He Guoqiang, Wang Qishan’s predecessor at the Discipline 

Commission, reported that between 2007 and 2012, the commission found 

more than 660,000 officials guilty of ‘disciplinary violations’. It handed 

24,000 officials suspected of committing crimes over to the judicial author-

ities. In the first half of 2012 alone, it had punished 377 officials from ‘major 

state-owned enterprises’ and found that 1,405 officials in law enforcement 

agencies had abused their power and aided criminal organisations. In 

September 2012, subsequent to the local elections held that April in Zhe-

jiang province, it cancelled the nomination of forty-four cadres because 

they failed in the morals examination, while seventy-nine others ‘were 

warned, transferred from their original posts and removed because of 

their poor marks’. In January 2013, Xinhua reported that 7.83 billion yuan 

had been recovered the previous year through investigations of corrupt 

officials. Central Chinese Television characterised the 2012 campaign as 

‘an anti-corruption storm’ sweeping across the country.

Over the last few years, Chinese news services have regularly fea-

tured the falls from grace, arrests and convictions of former leading offi-

cials. Popular outrage over six babies dying and another estimated 54,000 

admitted to hospital after infant formula had been found to be tainted with 

melamine (a scandal allegedly hushed up before the 2008 Beijing Olym-

pics) led to the execution of two officials in 2009 and the jailing of nine-

teen more for long sentences. Since then, food contamination cases have 

regularly occurred across the country: in 2010, investigators discovered 

green beans had been contaminated by illegal pesticides in Wuhan and, 

in April of the same year, they confiscated seven million takeaway food 

containers in Jiangxi province found to be poisonous. Inspectors found 

the steroid clenbuterol in pork as recently as 2011; the contamination was 

feared to be so common that China banned its athletes competing at the 

2012 London Olympics from eating Chinese-produced products for fear of 

breaching drug testing guidelines. The use of cooking oil recycled from 

restaurant drains and sometimes combined with even more dangerous 

EAtING DANGERoUSly 

Food is essential, and safety should be a top prior-
ity. Food safety is closely related to people’s lives 
and health, economic development and social 
harmony. We must create a food safety system 
of self-disciplined food companies with integ-
rity, effective government supervision and broad 
public support to improve overall food safety. 

 Li Keqiang,
 then head of the National Food Safety  
 Commission, State Council, April 2010 

Since the melamine milk scandal of 2008, food safety 
has been a top priority for parents, journalists and people generally in China. In 2011, a Fudan 
University student built a website called Throw it Out the Window (zhengchu chuangwai 掷出
窗外 www.zccw.info) that aggregated reports related to food safety dating back to 2004. As 
we noted in the 2012 Yearbook, a Zhejiang-based software company launched an iPhone app 
called China Life Saving Manual (Zhongguo qiusheng shouce 中国求生手册) that sends updates 
of the latest food scares to users’ mobile phones. 

The topic of food safety is not always a pressing personal concern for government officials, 
as highly ranked cadres can also obtain provisions through the elite channels (known as ‘special 
supplies’, tegong 特供, short for teshu gongying 特殊供应). Below is a list of some of the major 
food safety scandals reported in the Chinese media. 

plasticiser in liquor
In November 2012, the Chinese media reported that samples of liquor made by Jiu Gui Jiu Co., 
a Hunan-based distiller, were found to contain plasticiser 2.6 times higher than the maximum 
level stipulated by national standards, apparently as a result of the use of plastic piping dur-
ing production. China’s quality watchdog, the General Administration for Quality Supervision, 
Inspection and Quarantine (AQSIQ, Guojia zhiliang jiandu jianyan jianyi zongju 国家质量监督检验
检疫总局) issued a test result supporting the media report. The Shenzhen Stock Exchange put a 
hold on trade in the company’s shares for several days. 

 Other premium Chinese grain wines (白酒 baijiu), including Moutai and Wu Liang Ye came 
under the spotlight as well. In December, an online post cited the results of a test conducted by 
a Hong Kong laboratory indicating that the plasticiser level in samples of Moutai was twice as 
high as the national limit. Discussions as to whether the national standards were too rigorous 
were soon muted by public criticism. In April 2013, media reports said that imported bottles 
of Camus, Frapin and Rémy Martin cognac were turned back at Chinese customs for the same 
reason. 

Rat Meat for Mutton 
In May 2013, the Ministry of Public Security released results of a three-month crackdown on food 
safety violators, saying that authorities investigated more than 380 cases and arrested 904 sus-
pects. Among those arrested were sixty-three people who allegedly ran an operation in Shanghai 
and the coastal city of Wuxi that bought fox, mink, rat and other meat that had not been tested 
for quality and safety, processed it with additives like gelatin and passed it off as lamb. The meat 
was sold at farmers’ markets in Jiangsu province and Shanghai. 
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Screenshot of the ‘China life-saving  
manual’ app. 
Source: liqucn.com 
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non-food oils, a product known colloquially as ‘gutter oil’ (digouyou 地沟油), 

is also alleged to be widespread. In 2011, tests discovered that twenty-eight 

percent of samples of food made from flour in Shenzhen had aluminium 

levels well above national limits, and studies continue to identify extensive 

cadmium contamination in rice grown across the country. Most recently, 

in May 2013, the Ministry of Public Security arrested sixty-three people in 

Shanghai and Wuxi for selling gelatin-treated rat, mink and fox meat as 

lamb.

In the famously corrupt world of Chinese football, two for-

mer heads of the national association, four members of the 

national team and China’s best-known referee were all jailed 

in June 2012 for between five-and-a-half and ten-and-a-half 

years for taking bribes. Recentlty, in May 2013, no fewer than 

twenty-one officials from Chongqing were disciplined for cor-

ruption, three of whom face criminal charges following the 

leaking of a sex video featuring Lei Zhengfu, the party head 

of Beibei dis-

trict in Chongqing munic-

ipality, onto the Internet. 

This case is but one of 

many where the dalli-

ances of officials, whose 

mistresses have often also 

been implicated in corrup-

tion, have been exposed. 

In April 2013, Liu Zhijun, 

the former Railways Min-

ister who presided over 

the vast growth in China’s 

high-speed rail system, 

was charged with corrup-

tion — in 2011, Liu had 

EATING DANGEROUSLY 

Poisonous Milk and Infant Formula
Safety scandals continue to plague the dairy industry. In August 2012, a cheese product made 
by Shanghai-based Bright Dairy 光明乳业 for babies was removed from shelves nationwide for 
containing a banned mineral additive (not melamine) that could also potentially harm the kid-
neys. Early in September, nearly 1,000 households in Shanghai bought sour milk produced by the 
same company. In June 2013, Bright Dairy milk was found to be contaminated with an alkaline 
solution. In July, excessive bacteria in its butter and cheese saw those products removed from 
the shelves as well. 

Scandals also befell other major brands, foreign and domestic alike. In June 2012, a univer-
sity student, claiming to have interned at a Mengniu 蒙牛 ice cream factory, posted pictures to 
the Internet showing unsanitary conditions. The post circulated widely on social media and the 
company apologised. In April 2013, the authorities in Suzhou, Jiangsu province, raided a sub-
contractor of Hero — a Swiss dairy brand — alleging that the subcontractor had been illegally 
repackaging and selling baby formula with protein counts below national standards.

There were many other safety scandals involving infant formula in 2012 and early 2013, lead-
ing Chinese parents to scour the world’s supermarkets for untainted milk for their babies. New 
Zealand, Hong Kong and the Netherlands are among the countries that have imposed restrictions 
on the bulk purchase of infant formula to prevent Chinese speculators from buying up all avail-
able stock. 

Gutter oil
In August 2012, the media reported that Joincare Pharmaceutical Group 健康元药业 in Jiaozuo, 
Henan province, used cooking oil reprocessed from the kitchen waste found in gutters behind 
restaurants to make a widely used antibiotic. The State Food and Drug Administration subse-
quently investigated. The company denied any knowledge of the use of gutter oil, arguing that it 
was impossible to recognise it by testing, that the oil didn’t go into the final product, and that it 
was used only in an intermediate stage of processing. 

In January 2013, Caixin Century (Caixin xinshiji zhoukan 财新新世纪周刊) published an ex-
posé of a Shandong businessman named Liu Liguo, who amassed a fortune selling gutter oil to 
small, greasy-spoon restaurants and food factories. 

Water
In an article published on the People’s Daily website in January 2013, Zhao Feihong — head of 
the Beijing Institute of Public Health and Drinking Water — said that her family had not drunk the 
city’s tap water for twenty years, using bottled mineral water to drink, make tea and cook rice. 
Though Zhao refrained from criticising China’s tap water standards or lack thereof, many people 
promptly abandoned tap water for the supposedly safer bottled water. 

However, not all bottled water is safer than tap. In April, the Beijing Times (Jinghua shibao 京
华时报), a subsidiary of the People’s Daily published an exposé on Nongfu Spring 农夫山泉  bot-
tled water — a major brand — alleging that it contained levels of arsenic and cadmium that 
exceeded even China’s tap water standards. Nongfu Spring denied the allegations and blamed a 
competitor for spreading rumours.

In May, The Beijing News (Xinjingbao 新京报) ran an article saying that China still follows 
regulations adopted from the Soviet Union to test bottled drinking water. According to these ar-
cane regulations, China’s national health inspectors do not test bottled drinking water for acidity, 
pH level, or toxic substances such as mercury and silver. 
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Liu Zhijun, former Railways Minister, at his trial, July 2013. 
Source: ImagineChina 

lei Zhengfu, 
former Party 
head, Beibei 
district, 
Chongqing.  
Source: Wikime-
dia Commons
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been dismissed from his post and last year was expelled from the Party. 

Apart from the furore over the Wenzhou train crash itself, an investigation 

by the National Audit Office found that during his tenure, 187 million yuan 

had been embezzled during the building of the new Beijing–Shanghai line 

and another 491 million yuan had gone missing in associated land transac-

tions. In July 2013, Liu was given a suspended death penalty.

The Lei Zhengfu sex video case made Beijing blogger, and former 

journalist with the Procutorial Daily (Jiancha ribao 检察日报), Zhu Ruifeng 

famous among China’s online community as it was his Hong Kong-based 

website People’s Supervision Network that published the video. After he 

uploaded the video, a former journalist on the Southern Capital Daily, Ji Xu-

guang posted stills from it on his Weibo account, allowing it to spread across 

the Chinese Internet. The case was remarkable not only for its squalor but 

also for the unusually speedy official response: only sixty-three hours had 

lapsed between the uploading of stills onto Weibo and the Chongqing gov-

ernment announcement that they were removing Lei from his post. 

EATING DANGEROUSLY 

Chicken Licken
On 15 March 2012, CCTV’s annual gala for World Consumer Rights day accused McDonald’s and 
French retailer Carrefour of selling expired chicken products. The report said a McDonald’s res-
taurant in Beijing sold chicken wings ninety minutes after they were cooked (the company’s rules 
set a thirty-minute limit), and that employees at a Carrefour store in the central city of Zhengzhou 
changed expiration dates on some chicken meat and also passed off battery chickens as the more 
expensive free-range birds. McDonald’s and Carrefour both issued public apologies.

In December, authorities in Shanghai and Shanxi investigated KFC suppliers following claims 
that the chicken the company was selling contained excessive quantities of antibiotics. KFC’s par-
ent company Yum! Brands reported a six percent drop-off in sales in China in the final quarter of 
2012 and stated that it would step up its screening of suppliers.

Floating pigs  
in the Huangpu River
During March 2013, thousands of 
dead pigs showed up in a stretch 
of the Huangpu River — a main 
source of Shanghai’s drinking 
water. Local officials insisted 
both the water and the city’s pork 
supply were safe. The authorities 
never explained how the pigs died 
or how they ended up in the river. 
Evidence suggested that farmers 
upstream in neighboring Zhejiang 
province dumped the dead pigs 
after officials cracked down on 
the practice of selling diseased 
pork to local markets, while mak-
ing it very expensive to dispose of 
the diseased carcasses properly. 

Chromium in Capsules 
A CCTV program aired on 25 April 2012 revealed a list of medical capsules found to have exces-
sive amounts of chromium. The reporters investigated a number of manufacturers in Zhejiang 
and Hebei provinces and found that dirty scrap leather containing high chromium concentra-
tions was used to make industrial gelatin, which eventually ended up as medical capsules. The 
capsules were sold on to pharmaceutical companies, including major pharmaceutical brands.

Ginger
In May 2012, an investigative report by CCTV revealed that farmers in Shandong were using an 
illegal and highly toxic pesticide on their ginger crops. Farmers in Weifang city had been using 
the pesticide aldicarb at three to six times above the recommended level. The pesticide is not ap-
proved for use on ginger. Aldicarb — branded in China as Shennongdan 神农丹 — is a highly poi-
sonous carbamate pesticide that the Ministry of Agriculture only approves for cotton, tobacco, 
peanuts, roses and sweet potatoes, with strict controls. 
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Workers trying to fish floating pig carcasses out of the  
Huangpu River. 
Source: Yangcheng Evening News

Zhu Ruifeng, Beijing-based blogger and journalist. 
Source: ImagineChina 
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China’s Next Top Models

Within the government, the officials who work to stamp out corruption are 

employed in what is called the ‘disciplinary inspection and supervision 

system’. Following a pattern established in the early years of the People’s 

Republic, when the authorities want to stress the importance of certain 

areas of work, or particular casts of mind, they nominate people deemed 

especially meritorious as ‘model workers’. Thus, in this field, some indi-

viduals have won the title ‘All China Disciplinary and Supervision System 

Advanced Model Worker’. Like other model workers since the 1950s, they 

are lauded as selfless, devoted to the Party and their duties and incorrupt-

ible; they may even sometimes martyr themselves through enthusiasm for 

the task or neglect of their own health. Unlike the model workers of high 

Maoism, shown mindlessly acquiescing to ideological demands in denial 

of their own individuality, these figures display personal initiative and do 

not accept the moral rectitude of party officials as a given. Yet at least one 

anti-corruption model, Shen Changrui, from Changping county district 

near Beijing, finds his predecessors inspirational: Shen claims to have seen 

the 1990 movie about the ‘good student of Chairman Mao Zedong’ Jiao Yulu 

(1922–1964) many times: 

Scenes from the film constantly appear in my mind. If you want your 

office to deal with a petition well, then you have to treat the people 

with kindness. Think about it: it’s always the common people who are 

wronged. It’s only when they encounter some thorny issue that the old 

folk come running out of the mountains to find us. Could that be easy? 

If you just give them a blank ‘don’t-bother-me’ look, then how are they 

expected to survive!

Another is Li Xing’ai from Longchang county in Sichuan province. An ar-

ticle published in August 2012 in the Sichuan News Service narrated Li’s 

anti-corruption exploits. The tone of the introduction gives a flavour of the 

whole:

In December 2012, Zhou Lubao — whom the China Daily referred to as a 

‘muckraking netizen’ — noticed that the mayor of Lanzhou (the capital of 

Gansu province), Yuan Zhanting, had worn five different expensive watch-

es in publicity photos. One of the watches was revealed to be a Vacherin 

Constantin that retails for more than 200,000 yuan, one was a gold Rolex 

and another a 150,000-yuan Omega. 

The clampdown on corruption has already affected luxury consumer 

items commonly used for bribes, tax evasion or simply ostentatious con-

sumption. The first quarter of 2013, for example, saw imports of Swiss watch-

es drop twenty-four percent and those of expensive French wine plummet. 

Sales of shark fins for soup have fallen an extraordinary seventy percent 

— a result to please environmentalists. Pernod Ricard, owner of Ballantines 

and Chivas Regal, reported their first annual fall in whisky sales in China in 

March 2013; their first foray into the China drinks market was in 1987. The 

decline in luxury alcohol sales has not just hit foreign brands. Moutai, the 

premium Chinese baijiu or clear liquor, saw its profit growth halved in the 

first quarter, and sales of Shuijingfang — the first baijiu company bought by 

overseas interests, in this case the British drinks conglomerate Diageo — fell 

by forty percent in the same period. Another area of consumption that has 

seen a steep decline has been in the purchase of gift 

cards. In 2011, some 600 billion yuan of cards were 

sold and the market was growing at between fifteen to 

eighteen percent annually. New regulations were en-

acted in May 2011 to prevent, in the words of the State 

Council, ‘money laundering, illegal cash withdrawal, 

tax evasion and bribery’. Subsequently, for transac-

tions exceeding 10,000 yuan, the gift card issuer had 

to register the purchaser’s name and the names of the 

people who would redeem them. Furthermore, no 

card could be issued with a value of more than 5,000 

yuan and officials were banned from receiving them 

in the course of their duties.
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Shark fin soup with  
shrimp dumplings  
in Huangpu, Shanghai. 
Photo: Robert S. Donovan 
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with party policy. All but one of those detained remain in jail. 

The charge of ‘inciting subversion of state power’ is extreme-

ly serious: it is the ‘crime’ for which Nobel Peace Laureate Liu 

Xiaobo is serving an eleven-year sentence. 

The month following the ill-fated demonstration, Presi-

dent Xi addressed the Politburo again on the topic of corrup-

tion, this time urging his colleagues to learn from China’s 

‘ancient anti-corruption culture’ and to apply ‘historical wis-

dom’ to the problem. Two stories of officials involved in anti-corruption 

activities from ‘ancient China’ featured in the Procutorial Daily. One con-

cerned a short text from the Classic of History entitled the ‘Song of the Five 

Sons’ and the other ‘the first anti-corruption textbook in Chinese history’: 

the Book of Wakening Corrupt Officials, attributed to Zhu Yuanzhang, the 

fourteenth-century founding emperor of the Ming dynasty (1368–1644). 

The ‘Song of the Five Sons’ probably dates from the third 

or fourth century BCE but tells of events that occurred about 

one and a half millennia earlier. The protagonist is Taikang, 

the third emperor of the possibly legendary Xia 夏 dynasty 

who, through neglect of his duties and lack of devotion to 

the people, lets his state descend into turmoil. James Legge 

renders the Chinese evocatively: Taikang ‘occupied the 

throne like a personator of the dead’. Taikang’s five brothers (the sons of the 

title) relate and decry his behaviour and its consequences in their songs. 

When Zhu Yuanzhang ascended the throne, he faced enormous 

problems of official embezzlement, bribery and corruption. He personally 

oversaw the investigations and often dictated brutal terms of punishment 

for transgressors in the bureaucracy, even writing the record of events 

himself. Mao Zedong deeply admired the way Zhu set about cleansing his 

administration and the ‘demonic cruelty’ with which he had transgressors 

punished or executed, as Ming historian Edward L. Farmer characterises 

his legislative zeal.

For a full twenty-three springs and autumns he has worked like a 

tireless ox for the people, bowing his head before the plough with-

out resentment and without regret, resolute in the frontline battle of 

investigations in disciplinary inspection and supervision. He is also 

like a steadfast woodpecker, looking in all directions with piercing 

eyes and never failing in his task, determinedly extracting swarming 

putrid termites from dark crevices to eat. To the present he has per-

sonally investigated more than 400 cases that have led to the punish-

ment of 477 personnel for disciplinary violations, and has retrieved 

more than twenty million yuan of direct economic losses to the coun-

try. What’s more, he is like a loving yet awe-inspiring guardian angel, 

treating cadres and the masses with overflowing tenderness when 

implementing disciplinary regulations for the people; he is upright 

and incorruptible, with majestic righteousness. Time and time again, 

he has received all manner of commendations from county, city and 

province … . His deeds show the feelings of a grassroots disciplinary 

inspection and supervision cadre, a public servant selfless and fear-

less in carrying out his responsibilities. And they provide an example 

of a contemporary Communist Party member’s lofty pursuit of his 

ideals and his passionate loyalty. 

Official anti-corruption fighters are mostly the ones who receive this kind 

of praise. Human Rights Watch reported the detention on 31 March 2013 

of four people who staged a demonstration in the Xidan Cultural Plaza in 

Beijing demanding that officials publicly declare their private financial in-

terests. They reportedly raised large banners with this demand and stated 

that ‘unless we put an end to corrupt officials, the China Dream can only be 

a daydream’. Following this demonstration, part of an ongoing campaign 

that included petitions and open letters, police arrested several other ac-

tivists on charges ranging from illegal assembly and extortion to ‘inciting 

subversion of state power’ either for allegedly helping to plan the protest or 

for demonstrating in support — despite the fact that their demands chime 
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Nobel peace 
laureate.  
Source: 
kosherchinese.
wordpress.com

Ming dynasty 
emperor Zhu 
yuanzhang.  
Source: Wikime-
dia Commons
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the righteous against the corrupt are seriously influencing the behaviour 

of China’s bureaucrats today, or if this is simply the busy-work of cynical 

journalists and historians playing their role in a national campaign is hard 

to say, but the authorities’ faith in providing positive exemplars does not 

seem to have waned.

The sociologist Børge Bakken has helpfully characterised con-

temporary China as ‘an exemplary society’. As he puts it:

The Chinese media have also recently started to retell other anecdotes 

about incorruptible officials from pre-modern China. These include that of 

the sixteenth-century mandarin Hai Rui. His story became famous in the 

1960s when the Ming historian Wu Han’s play Hai Rui Dismissed from Office 

(Hai Rui ba guan 海瑞罢官), which implied that Chairman Mao was in fact 

not listening to upright officials speaking the truth around him, became an 

early, major target of the Cultural Revolution. 

The People’s Daily has even published a guide to ‘The Top Ten Cor-

rupt Officials in Ancient China’. Whether these stories about the battles of 

BlACK FERRARI, RED FERRARI 
One of the most controversial and salacious stories of the year pertained to a black two-seat 
convertible Ferrari 458 Spider that, speeding on Beijing’s Fourth Ring Road in the early hours of 
18 March 2012, crashed into a wall. One man and two women were pulled out of the wreckage 
in varying states of undress. The man died at the scene. One of the women died later in hospital 
and the other is rumoured to have been left paralysed. Images of the crash scene circulated 
online amid speculation about sex games in the car and the possible identities of the driver and 
passengers — and whether they were politically connected. The word ‘Ferrari’ was blocked on 
Chinese social networks.

Six months later, the New York Times reported that anonymous party officials had revealed 
the driver of the car to be Ling Gu — the twenty-three-year-old son of Ling Jihua, head of the Gen-
eral Office of the Party’s Central Committee and close ally of Hu Jintao. The identity of the two 
female occupants of the car were later said to be twenty-five-year-old Tashi Dolma (Zhaxi Zhuo-
ma) — the ethnic Tibetan daughter of a deputy director of the Qinghai Provincial Public Security 
Department — and Yang Ji, also an ethnic Tibetan and twenty-five, reportedly the daughter of a 
Living Buddha and a student at China University of Political Science and Law in Beijing. (Yang is 
the one who died in hospital.) In the personnel reshuffle during the Eighteenth Party Congress in 
November 2012, Ling Jinhua did not receive an expected promotion. Instead, the Party gave him 
the largely symbolic post of head of the United Front Work Department. In March 2013, he was 
also appointed Vice Chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, which 
some media reports described as a ‘soft landing’. 

Red Ferrari — Ma Chi 
On 12 May 2012, a cherry-red Ferrari 599 GTO — the fastest Ferrari model on the road, and one 
of only 599 ever built — ran a red light at high speed in Singapore and crashed into a taxi, which 
then hit a motorcycle. Three people were killed in the crash, including the driver of the Ferrari 
— a thirty-one-year-old mainland Chinese immigrant named Ma Chi. Online rumours suggest-

ed that he was the son of the then State Counsellor (and, from 
March 2013, Vice-Premier of China) Ma Kai. Speculation that the 
driver was related to any party official was strictly censored on 
the Chinese Internet. 

Ma Chi’s pregnant wife arrived at the scene soon after the 
crash and was reported to have been shocked to see an uniden-
tified female passenger in the Ferrari. The woman, a mainland 
Chinese student from Wuhan studying in Singapore and ru-
moured to be working as a KTV hostess, survived the crash.

Crashing and Skidding 
Early on 10 May 2012, a race between ten Ferraris on public high-
ways in Shaanxi province ended in a crash, destroying several of the cars. Photos of the smashed 
cars circulated widely on the Chinese Internet. Also in May, the English-language Shanghai Daily 
reported:

The Nanjing Kuaiyi Automobile Trading Co planned to hold a car exhibition at the Zhonghua 
Gate — a Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) city gate and castle — to celebrate [Ferrari’s] entry into 
China 20 years ago on Monday.

But the night before, an unidentified employee drove a car worth millions of yuan without 
permission and left tire marks on the ancient wall, triggering widespread outrage over dam-
age to the heritage in the capital city of east China’s Jiangsu Province.

‘We will take further measures to ensure that similar cases never take place again,’ the Ital-
ian car-maker said ... .
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Deceased Ferrari driver Ma Chi. 
Photo: Alvina Soh  
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to designate a biographical subject as worthy 

of praise or blame. In today’s China, this is no 

less true, even if, as in ancient times, nuanced 

judgements of a person’s actions rarely fit such 

a powerfully binary template. Thus, officially 

produced books, films, comics and histories 

feature clear-cut heroes and villains — the bet-

ter to illustrate what is correct, righteous be-

haviour on the one hand and what is behaviour 

that is disloyal, counter-revolutionary, or cor-

rosive of society on the other. 

Officially designated model workers or 

model soldiers offer guidance to the rest of soci-

ety as to how to work and live. However, because they are by definition so 

pure, so selfless, so unthinkingly loyal, they become transformed into cari-

catures of real people, cartoons of goodness. This leaves them wide open to 

suspicion and makes them the subject of snide asides and satire. A perfect 

example of this phenomenon can be seen with China’s best-known model 

citizen, People’s Liberation Army (PLA) soldier, Lei Feng.

Lei’s official biography relates that he was born in 1940 in Hunan 

province to a rural family and orphaned at seven. His father had been 

killed by the Japanese and his mother committed suicide after being raped 

by the son of a powerful landowner. ‘Adopted by the Party’, as the hagio- 

graphy puts it, Lei Feng joined the PLA when he was twenty and was trans-

ferred to Liaoning province in the northeast. He died in 1962 when he was 

hit by a telegraph pole that an army truck had knocked over while backing 

up. In 1963, his diary was ‘discovered’ — portions had previously appeared 

in 1959 and 1960 in the Shenyang military region newspaper Progress 

(Qianjin bao 前进报) — and published under the sponsorship of Lin Biao, 

then Minister of Defence. The diary is full of entries describing his acts of 

selflessness, such as darning the socks of his comrades in the platoon while 

they slept, and of his devotion to Mao Zedong — he is known as ‘Chairman 

The exemplary society … can be described as a society where ‘human 

quality’ based on the exemplary norm and its exemplary behavior is 

regarded as a force for realising a modern society of perfect order. It is 

a society with roots and memories to the past, as well as one created in 

the present to realise a future utopia of harmonious modernity.

As the title of the People’s Daily guide suggests, exemplars can be both 

positive and negative. Official historians in imperial times were obliged 
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Derrick Rose basketball shoes inspired by Lei Feng. Design features ‘revolutionary screws that never rust’. 
Photo: Markuz Wernli

Comrade Lei Feng. 
Source: Zhang Jun
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uploaded to the Internet. A pop-

ular Shanghai comedian tells 

how so many party officials vis-

ited an old people’s home one 

Lei Feng Day to help bathe and 

cut the hair of the residents that 

some old people gave up putting their clothes back on because they would 

only have to get undressed again for the next compulsory bath.

The years 2012 and 2013 have, nonetheless, been special ones for 

Lei Feng: 2012 marked the fiftieth anniversary of his death and 5 March 

2013 was the fiftieth Lei Feng Day. It was on 5 March 1963 that the Peo-

ple’s Daily published Mao Zedong’s essay ‘Learn from Comrade Lei Feng’ 

(Xiang Lei Feng tongzhi xuexi 向雷锋同志学习) along with the now-ubiquitous 

inscription of that phrase in Mao’s distinctive calligraphy. On 1 March 

2013, Liu Yunshan, the fifth-ranked member of the Standing Committee 

of the Politburo, President of the Central Party School and Chairman of 

the Central Guidance Commission for Building Spiritual Civilisation, 

addressed a Central Committee symposium to commemorate the fiftieth 

anniversary of Mao’s inscription. Continuing to learn from Lei Feng’s 

example, he insisted, would ‘advance the building of the socialist core 

value system and unite and inspire the entire nation in pursuing socialist 

morality’. The symposium declared Zhuang Shihua — a surgeon attached 

to the Xinjiang Armed Police Corps hospital in Ürümqi and a delegate to 

the Party’s Eighteenth National Congress — to be a ‘Modern-day Lei Feng’ 

(dangdai Lei Feng 当代雷锋). It commended him for being a doctor who had 

‘successfully completed a record 58,000 operations, mostly gall bladder sur-

geries, and made seven breakthroughs that filled the nation’s gaps in the 

field … . Working in a region that is home to various ethnic minorities, the 

selfless doctor has greatly contributed to ethnic unity there. He often vis-

ited patients by hiking across snow-capped plateau, covering over 380,000 

kilometres to date. Zhuang also donated about 46,000 yuan to his patients 

and provided long-term financial assistance to three poor students.’

Mao’s good soldier’ — and it became an important element in the construc-

tion of Mao’s personality cult. Lei’s diary, if it is genuine — there are many 

doubters — reveals him to have been an ideological zealot whose love for 

and devotion to the Party was only exceeded by his hatred for the ‘exploit-

ing classes’. His greatest wish, he wrote, was simply to be ‘a revolutionary 

screw that never rusts’. The original Lei Feng propaganda campaign was 

deeply ideological and focused on the inseparable link between good com-

radely behaviour and party loyalty.

Over the years, and in a contemporary China less focused on ideol-

ogy, Lei Feng has transformed into what Tania Branigan of The Guardian 

has called a ‘depoliticised Good Samaritan’. On 5 March, the annual ‘Learn 

from Lei Feng Day’, many younger Chinese collectively donate blood or vis-

it old people’s homes to do good deeds. In 2013, Jiaotong University com-

missioned a special Lei Feng badge for its students to wear. The university 

website said that the ‘Learn from Comrade Lei Feng’ badge should remind 

people to share their umbrella with fellow students caught in a downpour 

or to give a lift to students heading in the same direction’. In another ex-

ample, a former volunteer for the Beijing Olympics indicated that while Lei 

Feng inspired him to take on that role, ‘being a volunteer does not simply 

mean helping others or doing good deeds … it has something to do with 

environmental protection, assisting the poor, and helping the disabled’. 

A billboard in the Xujiahui underground station in Shanghai encourages 

similar, boy scout-like behaviour: helping blind people, giving up your seat 

for the elderly, assisting people to cross busy roads, and making sure that 

lost property gets back to its rightful owner. Such anodyne, do-gooder cam-

paigns hark back to earlier Chinese attempts to civilise people’s behaviour, 

such as the Nationalists’ New Life Movement of the 1930s discussed in the 

introduction to this volume. 

More cynical members of China’s younger generations predictably 

have had fun with Lei Feng’s image. A silly catchy song called ‘All North-

easterners are Living Lei Fengs’ was released in 1999, with an equally sil-

ly cartoon attached to it, and went viral across the country when it was 
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Zhuang Shihua, the army doctor who helps the poor. 
Source: Chen Jinsong
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the former director of the 

State-Owned Assets Super-

vision and Administration Commission of the State Council. The top three 

on the list include the heads of Huawei Technologies and Lenovo Group. 

Most of China’s ‘most influential business people’ still have intimate rela-

tions with the party-state system — a situation often referred to as ‘crony 

Communism’ — and one of the stickiest problems facing the Party in its 

declared war on corruption.

An interesting example of the nexus between the Party and business 

is number two on Fortune’s list, Zhang Ruimin, the CEO of the Haier group, 

one of the largest white goods manufacturers in the world. An official 

sponsor of the Beijing Olympics, Haier has also sponsored sports organi-

sations across the world. In Australasia, these include the Wests Tigers in 

the NRL, the Melbourne Nets in basketball and the New Zealand Pulse in 

the Trans-Tasman netball competition. A Red Guard in the Cultural Revo-

lution, Zhang became a full party member in 1976. He initially worked for 

different departments of local government in Qingdao, Shandong province, 

including those supervising the manufacture of household appliances. In 

1982, he was asked to take over a loss-making refrigerator plant. When one 

inspection revealed twenty percent of their new refrigerators were faulty, 

Zhang had his workers smash all seventy-six substandard machines with 

sledgehammers. This anecdote has passed into Chinese business legend, 

as has his comment to the distraught workers: ‘If we don’t destroy these 

refrigerators today, the market will shatter this enterprise in the future!’ 

Apparently, he still has one of the sledgehammers on display in his head-

quarters.

Zhang has overseen Haier’s extraordinary rise since then, while con-

tinuing to nurture his Communist Party affiliations. Since 2002, he has 

been an alternate member of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth 

Central Committees of the Party. In 2010, he achieved apotheosis as a man-

agement guru when the Zhejiang People’s Press published The Wisdom of 

Zhang Ruimin (Zhang Ruimin xue shenme 张瑞敏学什么). 

In honour of the pair of fiftieth anniversaries, the Chinese Post Office is-

sued a new set of stamps featuring Lei Feng’s image and Mao’s calligraphy 

— an event that was especially celebrated near Lei Feng’s birthplace. But 

three new films about Lei Feng’s life that were released for the anniversa-

ry Youthful Days (Qingchun Lei Feng 青春雷锋), The Sweet Smile (Lei Fengde 

weixiao 雷锋的微笑) and Lei Feng in 1959 (Lei Feng zai 1959 雷锋在 1959), de-

spite heavy promotion, proved to be box-office flops and many screenings 

were cancelled. The celebrations were further dampened when eighty-

two-year-old Zhang Jun, the photographer who had taken more than 200 

photos of Lei Feng in 1960, suffered a heart attack while giving a speech 

at a Shenyang commemoration. Zhang’s photos, the core material for the 

propaganda campaigns, had reportedly featured in 320 exhibitions over 

his lifetime. 

 

Unofficial Exemplars

If Lei Feng represents the most traditional of Communist models, the he-

roes of private enterprise are among the newest. Officially not even al-

lowed to join the Communist Party before 2001 (although the numbers had 

been growing unofficially since the early 1990s), private entrepreneurs 

now make up a sizeable proportion of party members. Heroes and celebri-

ties in their own right, they may be seen as the unofficial exemplars of con-

temporary China. They are promoted, not by the People’s Daily, but the likes 

of Fortune magazine. In 2012, the Chinese edition of Fortune published its 

list of the top fifteen most influential business people in China. Predictably, 

most of its members come from the Internet, computer and communica-

tions industries, with some representation from white goods, agriculture, 

finance and real estate — all industries with close links to the state sector. 

The list included three state employees: Wu Jinglian, the eighty-three-year-

old economist at the Development Research Centre of the State Council; 

Zhou Xiaochuan, the governor of China’s Reserve Bank; and Li Rongrong, 
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Zhang Ruimin.  
Source:  
ImagineChina

li Rongrong.  
Source:  
Wikimedia 
Commons

Zhou  
xiaochuan.  
Source: Wikime-
dia Commons

Wu Jinglian. 
Source: 
Wikimedia 
Commons
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The Winning Apprentice

Still, compared to the sort of corruption that allegedly allowed Chongqing 

Party Secretary Bo Xilai, for example, to imprison and torture members of 

the business community who did not co-operate with him, the contestants 

on Only You have got off lightly. The corruption that model anti-corruption 

workers like the marvellous ox-woodpecker-guardian angel Li Xing’ai are 

working to eradicate is a direct impediment to the development of healthy 

— and civilised — conditions for doing business, however much China has 

‘embraced entrepreneurship’. 

For every Liu Zhijun or Lei Zhengfu gaining financially from their 

official positions, there were those in business on the other side of the 

transaction who were also making windfall profits from official corrup-

tion. These people are not immune from prosecution. In July 2013, a busi-

nessman accused of ‘illegally raising 3.4 billion yuan and defrauding tens 

Even the People’s Daily lauds the way 

… present-day China is enthu-

siastically embracing entrepre-

neurship and individualism 

in the context that everyone 

is free to pursue wealth and is 

able to have his dream realised 

through dedication and dili-

gence. (Quoted from the paper’s 

English-language edition.) 

This People’s Daily quotation comes 

from a 2009 article about China’s 

first business-related reality televi-

sion program, Win in China (Ying zai Zhongguo 赢在中国), based on The Ap-

prentice. Its executive producer, Wang Lifen, had held a fellowship at the 

Brookings Institution in Washington to study American media. The prize 

for winning the series was seed capital of ten million yuan, with seven 

million for second place and five for the other finalists; the money came 

from genuine investors who then owned fifty percent of the businesses 

formed. The other fifty percent is owned in part by the winning contes-

tants, the TV production company, and some viewers who had voted for the 

winners, selected at random. For the first series, more than 3000 people put 

up their hands, with a final 108 selected to take part. By the third series in 

2008, more than 150,000 people auditioned for the program. In the final of 

the first series, the guest judges were the heads of Haier and Lenovo them-

selves. Since then, other business reality TV shows have appeared based 

more closely on the original model of The Apprentice, including the Tian-

jin-produced Only You (Fei ni moshu 非你莫属), which became infamous in 

2012 for the aggressive and humiliating questioning of contestants by judg-

es — in one case causing the physical collapse of a contestant on screen.
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one of the contestants on only you, a television show based on The Apprentice, collapses under the strain  
of severe questioning by the judges. 
Source: ImagineChina

Win in China, China’s version of The Apprentice 
television show. 
Source: CCTV
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of thousands of investors’ by running a Ponzi scheme, Zeng Chengjie (the 

Western media dubbed him China’s Bernie Madoff) was executed for fi-

nancial crimes. Once, however, the state media had described Zeng as ‘dili-

gent, wise and conscientious’. His fall from grace illustrates the continuing 

powerful culture of exemplary categories in China. Zeng was all good, or 

he was all bad; he was either a hero or a villain, a figure to be held up for ei-

ther praise or blame. In his consecutive roles as positive and then negative 

example, he was a model contemporary Chinese citizen. 

Foreigners Behaving Badly 
The summer of 2012 witnessed a spike in anti-foreigner sentiment in China after two videos 
were uploaded to the Chinese Internet. The first video appeared on 9 May 2012. It showed a 
lanky foreign man trying to rape a screaming Chinese woman near Xuanwumen in Beijing. A 
Chinese man, soon joined by two others, confronts and beats the foreigner. Within twenty-four 
hours, the video logged 1.32 million views on Youku.com, and Sina Weibo exploded with anti-
foreign vitriol. The man in the video — reported to be a British national — was deported within 
three weeks of the incident. 
 About a week after that video was uploaded, the second ap-
peared. In it, a blond, white male in a train compartment is seen put-
ting his feet on the headrest of the seat in front of him. When the 
woman seated there complains, he refuses to move, and worse, 
starts berating her in Chinese. Within a day of the video appearing 
online, the man was revealed to be Oleg Vedernikov, the principal cel-
list at the Beijing Symphony Orchestra. Named and shamed online, 
Vedernikov apologised — in Russian — with a video of his own. The 
Beijing Symphony Orchestra sacked him nonetheless for ‘uncivilised 
behaviour’  (bu wenming xingwei 不文明行为). 
 Apparently in response to the online fury about the two uncivi-
lised foreigners, the Beijing police announced a one-hundred-day 
summer crackdown on ‘Three-Illegals Foreigners’ (sanfei waiguoren 
三非外国人) — foreigners entering, living and working illegally in China. The campaign consisted 
of spot checks on foreigners in neighbourhoods frequented by expatriates, and the establish-
ment of a hotline for locals to report suspicious foreigners. Into the fray stepped Yang Rui, the 
tweedy host of Dialogue — a current affairs talk show on the English-language channel of China 
Central Television — with a message of support for the police posted to his Weibo account: 

The Ministry of Public Security must clean out the foreign trash: catch foreign lowlifes and 
protect innocent girls (Wudaokou and Sanlitun are the worst-affected areas). Eliminate for-
eign human traffickers, unemployed Americans and Europeans who come to China to make 
money by selling people abroad, misleading them and encouraging them to emigrate. Learn 
to recognise the foreign spies who find a Chinese girl to shack up with while they make a 
living compiling intelligence reports, posing as tourists in order to do mapping surveys and 
improve GPS data for Japan, South Korea, the United States and Europe. We kicked out that 
shrill foreign bitch and shut down Al Jazeera’s office in Beijing; we should make everyone 
who demonises China shut up and fuck off. (Translation by Brendan O’Kane.)

The ‘shrill foreign bitch’ refers to the Al Jazeera journalist Melissa Chan, whose work visa was 
not renewed by the Foreign Ministry — a move that was widely seen as an attempt to intimidate 
foreign media organisations into reporting less negative news.  
 With no further videos of unruly foreigners, the rest of 2012 passed without much anti-
foreigner bile on the Internet. In April 2013, it emerged that Neil Robinson — a British national 
wanted by the UK police ‘in connection with the distribution of indecent images of children and 
the rape of a child’ — was working as a teacher at the private school Beijing World Youth Acad-
emy. Soon after the news broke, Robinson handed himself in to the police in Beijing. There was 
almost no reaction from Chinese online commentators. 
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Oleg Vedernikov.
Source: english.sina.com


