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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



172
173

An
 E

xe
m

pl
ar

y 
So

ci
et

y
Be

nj
am

in
 P

en
ny

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


