PREDICTING CHINA IN 2013, THERE ARE DEEPER MEANINGS BEHIND THE FAT YEARS

Hong Kong writer Chan Koon-Chung’s political fable The Fat Years—China, 2013 and

American futurist writer John Naisbitt’s China’s Megatrends, have both attracted a lot of 

Attention with their predictions of China’s future. The Fat Years writes about China 

entering a prosperous period in 2013, where every citizen is fully satisfied,. But the protagonist sees something questionable in all of this. Naisbitt believes that since China does not experience any two-party conflicts that democratic countries do, and that they are essentially a one party system, they are in fact displaying a unique democracy, which leads them to stability. He believes that by 2050, China will become the center of the world. 
Twenty years ago, on November 9th, the wall which separated East and West Germany for 28 years collapsed, shocking the world and uniting Germany. This dissimilated the relationship between the former Soviet Union and the communist Eastern Europe. In the years to follow, during a commemorative ceremony of the collapse of the Berlin Wall, it was stated that “Freedom must prevail in China, communist China must end.” In fact, China seems to be entering in their “fat years.” In 2013, communist China will have new 

blood in their leadership. What will the new era of “fat years” be like?

The world’s political stage changed after the cold war, instead of being lead by the military, the world was lead by economics, and Asia became the largest beneficiary of this change, and in particular, China. Chinese people became pleased with themselves. The Chinese experiences, the Chinese model, and the Chinese way became the hot topic of discussion for people around the world. How to dissect the Chinese society and how to predict the future of Chinese society became the focus of people’s inquiries. Hong Kong writer Chan Koon-chung has lived in Beijing for ten years, and recently published his political fable The Fat Years—China 2013. American futurist scholar John Naisbitt now divides his time between Vienna, Austria and Tianjin, China published his book China’s Megatrends in September. In this newfound fascination with predicting China’s future, these two books have attracted the most attention. 
This is the story of political fable The Fat Years—China 2013: in the year 2013, communist China goes through a major shift in administration. China is richer, stronger, more confident, and prouder than before. In 2011, the western countries once again experience an economic crisis, and the global economy enters a slump. Only China has the ability to escape this misfortune, with its economy on the rise and GDP at an all-time high. The country is happy, and the citizens are wholly satisfied with life. Their happiness is a sign of “the fat years.”
China in 2013 is a picture of happiness

At the heart of the story is Taiwanese writer Chen, who now lives in Beijing. He owns a house, has a stable life, and is content. China is no longer suffering, and the days are worry-free. He believes that “the China before [his] eyes is great.” Chen says, “Don’t think I am over-praising China. I know that there are problems that still exist in China, but consider this, the capitalist countries, lead by America, have self-destructed, and after the economic crisis in 2008, they did not even have the time to pick themselves back up before they entered another recession. They have taken the whole world down with them, with no survivors, except China is the only country who has managed to rise above all this…this has not only re-written the rules in international economics, but has also completely re-written western economics. Most importantly, our society did not experience any uprisings; instead, we are living harmoniously. You have to admit, this is something incredible.” 

Chen was born in Hong Kong, and moved to Taiwan with his family after elementary school. He calls himself “a figure in Taiwan culture.” In two serendipitous events, he bumps into two long-lost friends, Fang Caodi and Xiao Xi. The complicated and mysterious Fang Caodi tells Chen about a secret that everyone seems to have forgotten: right when the world entered the economic crisis, the People’s Daily Post announced the beginning of China’s fat years. In that time, an entire month has disappeared. “All around the China, they were experiencing uprisings, lootings, food shortages, martial law, vaccinations, and nobody remembered any of this. Everyone has forgotten about this entire month.” Fang Caodi wants to search out the truth, and in order to collect evidence that this month did truly exist, he has travelled all over China for the past two years. However, aside from a man named Zhang Dou who plays the guitar and feeds cats and dogs, he hasn’t seemed to have found anyone who remembers this lost month. He also hasn’t been able to find anyone who shows any interest in what he has to say. In the two years after China enters its fat years, Zhan Dou found it strange how everyone he meets seemed so happy, and never did you hear anyone speak about any unhappiness. He thought that everyone was acting strangely, but since he couldn’t put his finger on the reason, he played along and pretended to be happy as well. 
Certain memories have collectively fallen into a black hole

Xiao Xi is an independent intellectual salon owner who was part of last century’s “8963” event. In the 90s, she was always seen around dissidents and foreigners, but now those people have all disappeared. Chen used to have a crush on her, but was always in sensitive situations, and had to move around regularly to escape being arrested. She says, “In the past, my friends always talked about politics and criticized the government. That’s why I can’t get accustomed to today. Suddenly, in these two years, after the supposed fat years started, people not only do not criticize the government anymore, but instead seem satisfied with the status quo. I don’t know where this shift came from, my mind is blank, because for a period of time I was in the psychiatric hospital and was fed a lot of medication. I don’t remember much of what happened before and after that…when I speak to them about the past, especially about 8964, nobody wants to talk about it. They even seem apathetic about it. When I speak about the Cultural Revolution, they only remember having fun in the countryside when they were part of the troops. These memories have become fond memories of the adolescence, romanticized and sentimentalized. They don’t remember any of the bittersweet memories. It’s as if certain memories have collectively fallen into a black hole, and will never be retrieved. I really don’t understand. Have they changed, or is there something wrong with me?”
Everyone is happy during these fat years, everyone but Xiao Xi, who spends her days online, using different names to argue with people, acting like a madwoman. She says, “I only do this so that everyone can know one thing: do not forget. The communist government is not as great, glorious or right as they promote themselves to be…over the past two years, I have been disappointed by the people I have met.” Chen finds himself still drawn to Xiao Xi, but he is concerned, because she is “a trouble-maker,” and “not the typical intellectual dissident…however, over the past thirty years, she has always been involved in political troubles, simply because she is too forward, too stubborn, and too cynical. She offends people easily.” According to Chen, people have always wanted to help her in the past, including those foreigners, but now these foreigners have disappeared, and nobody wants to offend the Chinese communists. Those who are willing to offend the communists probably can not obtain Chinese visas. The people around Xiao Xi are living well, and don’t want to cause trouble, and they are now all hiding from her. Therefore, Chen worries if his affiliation with Xiao Xi would affect his reputation. After some hesitations, Chen finally succumbs, and is sucked into Xiao Xi and Fang Caodi’s world, a world of outsiders, where they see the dark and unknown side of China during the fat years. They get themselves into some trouble, and Chen realizes that the real world is far more bizarre than the world in the novels that he writes. 
Even though the “Fat Years” turned out to be an illusion, it still made a statement about China’s standing in a world of economic turmoil. At the bottom of the red cover, the words “The ten governing policies of the fat years” are printed in black. The book borrows words from the founder of Read magazine, in ten governing policies: a one party democratic rule; a ruling country that puts stability first; a government that rules for the people; a market economy that is moderated for the country; a fair and competitive central corporate environment; scientific development with Chinese characteristics; harmonious diplomatic relations that benefit the self; a single-ethnicity rule over multiple ethnicities; post western post universal way of thinking; the welcoming of Chinese cultural renaissance. 
The author of this fable-like novel is Chan Koon-chung, who was born in Shanghai, moved to Hong Kong at the age of four, lived in Taipei for six years, moved back to Hong Kong, and has been living in Beijing for the past ten years. He is a city man, who has traveled all over the world. His primary profession is the objectively observing his world and write about it, his secondary profession is planning and managing media and cultural affairs. He senses a great change in China, and feels that it is a new time, a time that is China’s “fat years.” He senses that the phenomenon happening around him is not something academics can explain. However he believes that in China’s next few years will continue towards the direction that it is going in today. Therefore, he speculates about China in 2013, when the Chinese communist government changes hands like it does every 18 years. He says, “the subtext of the novel Fat Years is a question: this kind of prosperity is very much a part of China’s reality, but what should the Chinese, and especially the intellectuals, do with themselves?” The novel’s title is The Fat Years, but the last chapter is called “Dangerous words about the fat years.” Cultural critic Li Oufan comments about Chan Koon-chung title for that last chapter, saying that it will allow readers to think about the Chinese intellectual Zheng Guanyin’s “Dangerous Words about Fat Years.”  “Dangerous Words about Fat Years” was published in 1883, and has been called the book for a systematic understanding of Western society. It is one of the earliest books in Chinese in which the transition from traditional society to modern society is seriously discussed.
Recently, Chan Koon-chung was interviewed in Hong Kong, and he said, “China today is filled with intellectuals, and they have mentally adjusted themselves to stand on the side of the government, and not on the side against the government. The system has absorbed the elite, and the elite depend on the country. Everyone finds their role, some of the elite even compete to help the government, providing them with ideas or helping to modify the government. Everyone knows about the sorrows and troubles of the society, but as long as the system absorbs me, I might as well accept your correction and your control…we used to say that if you don’t change policies, there will be economic problems, but from what we see now, even if you don’t change policies, economic development will not necessarily stall.”

The “sense of happiness” that the Chinese have comes from the fact that after the economic crisis and the collapse of the western countries’ economies, China’s has managed to not only survive, but also rise above. Since the cause of the economic recession stemmed from the United States, people started feeling a sense of anti-Americanism, and especially started considering if the democracy of the west was truly the best policy. American columnist, journalist and author Thomas Friedman found great success in his book The World is Flat, and later came out with The World is Hot and Flat and Crowded in May 2009. In this second book, he expressed a sort of helplessness towards the green revolution that is occurring in the United States: “America’s democracy has in turn become a hinderance.” He even expresses the wish for the “United States to be China for a day.”

The Chinese model will change the world

Can China state that it has succeeded? How did China succeed? What does the future of China look like? Nicknamed “the magic crystal ball”, John Naisbitt predicts the future about the world, and has also made a prediction about China. In September, he and his wife Lisa Naisbitt published the book China’s Megatrends, published in China by Jilin Press and Chunghwa Industrial Limited Press. In the book, Naisbitt uses his unique outlook on China to dissect its rise in power. He is filled with confidence in China, and thinks that the “China model” will change the world. He boldly makes a very “Chinese” prediction, saying that in the year 2050, China will be at the center of the world. The Chinese version of his book sold 200,000 copies within ten days of publication. The German version was published in October, and the English version will be published in January of 2010.

Naisbitt founded an urban research company when he was 39 years old, using a method he created and named “content analysis” to analyze American society. The “content analysis” method consists of collecting newspapers from all different areas, categorizing and indexing them by their content, then analyzing them.  27 years ago he wrote the book Megatrends, which was written by this method, and sold 14 million copies around the world. In that book, he predicted ten megatrends, most of which came to be true. These include “an internet society” and “globalization,” both has which become mainstream in today’s society.  Naisbitt’s Megatrends, along with Alvin Toffler’s The Third Wave and William H. Whyte’s The Organization Man have been called the three works which “have accurately taken the pulse of the future.”
Naisbitt has been worried for years that he would miss “that once in a lifetime opportunity in life.” Thirteen years ago, Jiang Zeming, who was the party secretary at the time, gave him an opportunity to have a private meeting at the South China Sea. His book Megatrends was on the the New York Times bestsellers lists for two years, and had sold 2 million copies in China (mostly pirated copies). The first thing Jiang said to him when they met was: “You have no idea how famous you are in China.” This was in 1996, when the China-Taiwan relation was tense. In the two hours they met, they also talked about Taiwan. Naisbitt said, “Taiwan is a small story, but it is told very well. China is a big story, but it is told terribly.” Jiang replied, “Then why don’t you tell it?”
Afterwards, Naisbitt says, “I didn’t accept his offer at the time, because I wasn’t prepared for it.” Ten years later, in 2006, he established the Naisbitt China Research Academy in Tianjin Economics University, in order to prepare for his book China’s Megatrends. Naisbitt does not speak Chinese, and his team is consisted of students from two Tianjin universities, coming from 28 different majors and graduate studies. He invited thee Chinese researchers and his own wife to be his assistants. The students collected news items and stories from over 100 cities’ daily newspapers, filing and translating them into English for Naisbitt to read. Naisbitt particularly valued the students’ first had information, nearly all the material were carefully footnoted. Naisbitt and his wife travelled all over China, interviewing CEO’s, intellectuals, government officials, artists, dissidents and expatriates. He says; “We kept reminding ourselves, don’t be like the majority of writers who have written books about China in recent years, don’t look at China from an outsiders’ point of view.”
The first time Naisbitt was in China, it was 1967, and in the forty years that followed, he visited China a hundred more times. He says, “We are discovering China’s megatrend.” In his book China’s Megatrends, he concludes with the theory that “China’s new society has eight pillars”: freedom of thought; the combination of “from above to below” and “from below to above”; planning the “forest” to let the “trees” grow freely; touching the stone to cross the river; the growth of arts and academia; integration into the world; freedom and equality; from the Olympic gold medal to the Nobel prize. He concludes this about China’s megatrend—China is creating a brand new societal, economical and political system. Its new economical model has already raised China in a leadership position in the world’s economy. As for the political model, perhaps it can prove the fact that capitalism, this supposed “endpoint in history” is merely a step in the road in human history. He strongly believes that the “China Model” will influence the world with unbelievable power.
Naisbitt says, “As westerners, we can only see the Chinese economy taking off, but we have very limited knowledge on how this affects the Chinese people’s psychology. In the book, my goal is to rid of the westerner’s perception and attitude, and to see China in the eyes of the Chinese. We look directly at China’s shortcomings, but we do not judge or criticize China with our own set of values and standards. I discovered that what I write is often the opposite of what western media writes. They report on a terrible China, which is not the prosperous, rising China I know.”

Naisbitt believes the Chinese government gives command from above, while the Chinese citizens obey them from the bottom, shaping a new political model called “vertical democracy.” This balance between giving orders from above and receiving orders from below is the most delicate and crucial pillar that holds up China’s new society and its security. This is the key to China’s stability, and the key to understanding China’s unique political philosophy. If China used the western way of horizontal democracy, then a great deal of energy would be wasted on competition, with loads of candidates suggesting innumerable ways to solves China’s problems. In China this kind of situation would easily lead to chaos, and this is something that the harmony and order loving Chinese people hate to see.  Therefore, China has not fallen into the mess of bipartisan duels in the name of democracy, but instead adjusted their one-party rule system. By listening to the voices of the people from the bottom, yet keeping the right to make decisions up above, China has been able to use this political system to walk out of poverty and modernize itself. 

However, Fudan University Economy professor Liang Jie thinks that in terms of how scientific his method is, and how tight the facts are, Naisbitt’s “content analysis” method is inferior to the theoretical research and factual researched used for a hundred years in the study of mainstream economics, sociology and political studies. His predictions are no longer 100% accurate. Recently, he predicted in Asia’s Megatrends that Asia will become the center of the world’s economy, but that has yet to come true. Liang Jie thinks that the Chinese leaders are not as optimistic as Naisbitt. Chinese President Hu Jintao has listed the “eight great problems” existing in Chinese economy and societal development. Surprisingly, China’s Megatrends does not touch on any of these “eight great problems” listed by China’s leader. Even when any of it is slightly mentioned, it is only used in the argument for the theory of “from above to below” and “from below to above”. Apparently Naisbitt does not believe these problems will last long enough to influence China’s future development.
On the eve of the 20th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, on November 1st,  the periodical published by the central government published a piece by Chinese Communist Central Government Committee board member, chairman of the country’s policy association Jia Qingling. In it, he expressed the belief that within China’s communist leadership, a multiple party cooperation and political consultations is inevitable in the development of modern China. This new policy towards socialism is appropriate for China’s conditions, is still full of China’s characteristics. The western way of bipartisanship or multi-partisanship leads to disharmony and conflict of interest, and no matter which is the ruling party, it will not represent all of the people. In China, the communist party represents the most basic interest of the most people, while democrats and those without party affiliations reflect the interests and needs of their own groups. Beijing’s academics and those in politics believe that Jia Qinglin’s piece displayed the communist party’s strong will to walk into the future. 
Chan Koon-Chung predicts China’s “fat years” in 2013, John Naisbitt predicts that China will be at the center of the world in 2050, and Jia Qinglin reassures that China will continue to institute a communist leadership with the cooperation of multiple parties and political harmony. In recent years, a new concept has been introduced into the international circuit, leading to the rise of the “China model.” 

Some economists believe that that China’s rapid economical growth in the past thirty years can be described as the “China miracle”; some politicians believe that the Chinese political and economic model is different from America’s new liberalism, and that the new “Beijing Consensus” should replace last century’s “Washington Consensus”; some scholars believe that the “China Model” is not complete, and if you look at the results now, the problems with society have not entirely been solved by economic development. 

In predicting China in 2013 and 2050, will the “China Model” be able to survive?

http://book.ifeng.com/psl/kjbfz/200911/1121_3554_1445484.shtml 

Liang Wendao is a cultural commentator in Hong Kong. He is a television and radio host, a journalist, a movie and theatre critic, a book critic, a writer, a gourmand, an environmental activist, and more. His collection of columns sold over 100,000 copies. He is well-known in Hong Kong, Taiwan and China, and has been called the “Cultural Godfather.”

Below is the translated transcript of Liang Wendao’s segment on Phoenix TV, reviewing Chan Koon-chung’s THE FAT YEARS.

Liang Wendao reads THE FAT YEARS: the book moved me to tears

I have always felt that China has lacked a science-fiction, or a fantasy mixed with fable novel. To put it more boldly, we do not have books like 1984 or A BRAVE NEW WORLD. In recent years, we have even started believing that we have no need for these kinds of novels. Why? Because China has opened up, reformed, risen up, and entered its fat years. Therefore, we don’t need to be dignified and stately. In the past, we thought that the fat years would mean being dignified and stately, but we are now starting to realize that that isn’t necessarily true. 

It is in these times when a book like this appears, what we were referring earlier to as the dystopian novel. The language and tone of this is particularly ambiguous. This book is written by a Hong Kong writer, a rather famous Hong Kong writer, a respected elder. In the past few years, he has observed China while living in Beijing, and after many years of observations, he has written this book. I personally think that this is one of the most interesting novels I’ve read in the past two years. The book is called THE FAT YEARS, and the subtitle is “China, 2013.” Chan Koon-chung has always been a famous commentator in the past, but now he has written a novel.

Now, this is his first book written about China. He has lived in China for 8 years, which is how long it took for him to feel prepared to write about this problem. Notice the subtitle, which obviously states the year 2013. What he wishes to explore is what China will be like in the year 2013. Actually, 2013 is fast approaching, so you can say that this is a bold prediction. First we notice Starbucks. Starbucks has been bought out by the Wang Wang enterprise, and has been renamed to Wang Wang Starbucks. Other Chinese foods and beverages have been globalized; for example, Guiyuan Longan lattes can be found in Baghdad, Beirut, Kabul, and other muslim cities. 
Now, China’s domestic consumer level rises from 35% to 50%. What about the rest of the world? We are still witnessing the aftereffects of this last round of economic recession. The United States and the rest of the western countries are entering an economic stagflation period, and another crisis is on the way, while China happens to be entering a “fat years” period. In a time when the world’s economy is at an all-time low, China has outshone the others. That year when the fat years began has been specifically noted in the novel. Just as People’s Daily News announces the world’s economy was entering a rough period, China enters into a period of prosperity. 

To live during this time of prosperity, the attitudes of the youth and of the elite university students have changed. For example, there is a boy named Wei Guo, who is a top university student. Our protagonist, who is a Taiwanese writer living in Beijing, asks Wei Guo, if you could have your choice, what Ministries and Commissions do you want to be in? Why?  All the youth at that time aspired to enter the Central Ministries and Commissions, so Wei Guo answered the Propaganda department. Why?  The Propaganda department is not easy to enter, why does he say that? He answers that a country’s citizens not only need material strength, but also spiritual strength. The people must be unified, in terms of actual strength and spiritual strength. I think the Propaganda department is very important, and it can be better than it is now. I can make it better. Then the protagonist asks, how can you make it better? Wei Guo says there isn’t enough understanding of the internet and online citizens. They don’t have a good grasp on the youth and the direction they are going in. I can contribute int hat department, I have a degree in law, and I can help the Propaganda department draw up laws for every policy that they have. Of course, as a member of the youth, I have my immature and romantic side. I think the Propaganda department is romantic.

He calls himself a romantic, but I think the officers in our Propaganda department now have never described themselves as that way. The interesting thing about this book is that it talks about China in 2013, where conditions are great. The farming problems have been improved, and the restrictions on freedom of religion have been relaxed. The people are happy, and that is the strangest part, when there is a smile on everyone’s face. We often say that if you walk down the streets in China with a smile on your face, people will take you for a fool. But it is different in 2013, and everyone seems high. Our narrator, a writer from Taiwan, says that just thinking about the accomplishments China has achieved in the past few years moves him to tears. 
Those people we call dissidents and liberals are now no longer. They are all well-behaved, and they all stand up for our country and protect our government. They are all moved by what China has accomplished, and they too carry smiles on their faces. When they sing the national anthem, they are brought to tears. Some of the characters seem closely based on real figures, and we can pretty much guess who they are. Therefore, this book is also alludes to reality. 

For example, the book mentions a book club that is held underground. Who attends this book club? Some corporate bigheads, some future, fast-rising committee officials, some government officials, and some scholars. These scholars behave like teachers, talking about the roots of western theory. This book club is called SS book club, making it sound like nazi guards. Actually, the letters stand for Leo Strauss and 

Carl Schmitt. 
So we all know who he is alluding to, and of course we don’t necessarily agree with these allusions, but we have to admit that it is fun. At this point, we have to point out that the ten ruling policies are  most important for China in 2013. This includes a democratic one-party rule, a ruling party that puts stability first, a dignified and stately government that executes laws for the people, a state-controlled market economy, a central government lead fair competition, scientific development with an emphasis on Chinese traits, harmonious diplomatic relations with self-interest in mind, multi-ethnic harmony with a single ethnicity rule, a post-western, post-universal main body of thought, a renaissance for Chinese culture. Please take note of the wording. They don’t sound too significant, but if you look carefully, they are all contradictory. If it is led by the central government, how can it be fair and just? If it is scientific development, how can there be Chinese traits? But it doesn’t matter, because in that time, these contradictory statements have all been unified into one. Over time, people become adjusted, and don’t have any problems with it. They are just words, right? And the human rights and freedom that we care so much about now, by then, it won’t matter anymore. 

The majority of people would not be able to digest 90% freedom of information, and may even find that it is too much. Don’t we complain about the information explosion and death by entertainment? They also have restrictions in the freedom of speech and activity. For example, the German government limits the freedom of speech for nazi supporters. Therefore, does it make that much of a difference for freedom in China? The peculiar thing about this book is this ridiculous notion that as the world’s economy collapses, China rises up in one month. What happens in this month? No one in the years 2013 remembers, but they still live happily on. A small group of people decide to chase after the truth to find out the secret behind this mysterious month. This is the most exciting, and also the most “science-fiction” part of the book.
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Hong Kong writer: Chan Koon-chung avoids the cat claws of politics, writes about China’s fat years

(Ming Pao)2009 11/8


Anyone who has raised a cat knows that when a cat plays with people, they retract their claws; however, when they are provoked, their claws will come out to attack their enemy.

The best way to prevent getting scratched is for the cat owners to declaw their cats.

In the eyes of Hong Kong writer Chan Koon-chung, this is the best analogy for the Chinese government.

“He has always suspected that in the matter of life and death, to give your life and the life of others to be a part of a novel is child’s play. But what else can you do?” This is what the character Chan says in The Fat Years. Chan Koon-chung often uses cities in his book titles. He hasn’t come out with a new work since, he published the Hong Kong Trilogy. Now living in Beijing for the past ten years, he has observed a lot, and written a great amount of critical essays. He has finally completed his first novel based in China, The Fat Years. From the Hong Kong Chan Koon-chung to the China Chan Koon-chung, he has created a semi-true, semi-false fable of a novel, expressing his observations and opinions about Chinese modern society. 

Chan Koon-chung once said: “You have to live in China for ten years to be able to write about China.” When he moved to Beijing in 2000, he had already planned on writing a novel about China, but he always felt hypocritical, and couldn’t put pen to paper. Raised in Hong Kong, he used his personal experiences to write Hong Kong Trilogy. He was familiar with the society, which gave him confidence to write a real Hong Kong. Since he was not raised in China, he was worried that his observations about China would not be accurate enough.

The new age of China’s fat years has arrived

“In 2007, China survived the global financial tsunami, and morale of the Chinese people went up. The youth started to perceive China positively, and their level of worshipping the West started to decline. After the Olympics of 2008, I started to sense that the era of China’s fat years began. After that, several acquaintances around me started to support this observation. I became more assured about myself to write a book about China.” He started writing in January of 2009, and finished the 120,000 character novel in half a year’s time.

Even though he has expressed his opinion about Chinese society in many essays over the past ten years, Chan Koon-chung has always wanted to write a novel. He thinks a novel can accomplish what even academic essays can not. “Novels incorporate several voices and emotions, several channels.” For example, The Fat Years is narrated by different characters, sometimes by the Taiwanese male protagonist Chan, sometimes by the Chinese character Xi. This allows the story that is being told to be more complete. 

The Fat Years is set in China in 2013, not entire in the present, but not too far in the distant future—this is a deliberate choice of Chan Koon-chung. “I wanted to write about the China before my eyes, but setting the novel in 2013 makes it richer and stronger, and what you see before your eyes becomes clearer and more exaggerated. He says that in 2011, the world experiences a financial crisis even worse than what we experienced in 2007, and we can forecast that China will once again save itself. This time, the morale of the Chinese people is lifted even more. 2012 is China’s “change of dynasty” period, where the government changes hand, and a new era begins.

The contradictory language in The Fat Years
This is the first time Chan Koon-chung has written a political fable novel, and the theories are deeper this time. Reading The Fat Years reminds one of George Orwell’s 1984. The back cover of the book lists China’s ten new policies, which seem to be the opposite of what is covered in the fictional magazine mentioned in the book (“A state-controlled market economy”, and “A multi-ethnic republic’s single national sovereignty”), causing the readers to wonder about the ironic contradiction. The readers may also recall “newspeak” from 1984, which is what Chan Koon-chung is trying to envoke, except the government’s language in the book is meant to be more ludicrous than newspeak. “In 1984, people think newspeak must be abolished. However, in this reality, everyone thinks that China’s new policies are matter-of-fact, and that the government has indeed improved the economy with these policies. Therefore, everyone normalized them.”

The mercurial government in The Fat Years
“China has definitely improved in many ways.” Just as it is depicted in The Fat Years, Chan Koon-chung paints a picture of a central government who, after the millennium, allocated a lot of resources to researching and improving farming conditions, and did indeed improve the poverty level of farming villages. “I visited several counties and found that there was not the scarcity level that use to exist, and conditions truly were improving.”

Having said that, Chan Koon-chung still compares the central government to a cat, “When he hides his claws, he is tame, but you never know when the claws will come out and who will be attacked.” Ever since the new China established, the government can beat and punish whoever they want at will, and they target certain minority groups. From the land reforms of the past to the recent Chongqing beatings, execution of the law is severe, and due process is sacrificed along the way. “If you are an enemy to society, you become a prey, and no one can be protected from that.” This is what Chan Koon-chung describes as “the shadow of the fat years.”

“Have you heard that in Korea, there is a singer who can simultaneously sing two songs? She can allow two songs to simultaneously come out of the same throat.” Chan Koon-chung believes that China is like that singer, “Can you say it is bad? You will find several good things about it. Can you say it is good? You will also find several bad things about it.”

The forgetful people in The Fat Years
The main character in The Fat Years, Chen, comes from Taiwan, and has lived in Beijing for several years. He is a novelist, has a passion for detective novels, and is well-known in the circle of editors in Beijing. This inevitably causes people to draw conclusions associating Chen with the author himself. Even though Chan is not from Taiwan, he has a similar social background and experience as Chen. However, the similarities end there. Things Chen have done, Chan haven’t, and what Chen has forgotten, Chan doesn’t dare to forget. At the beginning of the novel, Chan writes that most of the people have forgotten the month between the big disaster and the era of the fat years. Chen also questions if the month existed or not, “as if in the 89/64 event, when a lot of people in china believed that if the government didn’t suppress the people, society would deteriorate.” Chan Koon-chung believes that history is being simplified, and people nowadays associate a flourishing economy with the 64 suppressing. They seem to have forgotten those two years after 64, when China was in a sorry state, and 64 was not dare mentioned by a single person. “If 74 really had peacefully resolved things, China would be in a much better state than it is in now.” After 64, all the good officers left, and those who were left had no ideals.

In the novel, Chen had thought that people now had 90 %, perhaps even 95% freedom. This 90% of freedom of information is too much for one to ever digest, therefore, one has no time to even care about the 10% of information that is not available. After living in China for some time, Chan Koon-chung has felt the same way. Most of the time he is thinking about non-political matters, but he is still interested in politics. “There are so many consumer products on the market, people have their pick of anything. Although there are a lot of websites that are blocked, people still manage to climb over the firewall, and can see whatever they want. Why should I care about the Falun Gong and how they are being oppressed?” 

The China Trilogy

The language used in The Fat Years is colloquial, and the characters occasionally insert a certain “Beijing phrase”, or “hutong dialect”, but there isn’t much of that. Chan Koon-chung’s ideal reader knows a bit about the situation in China right now, and is interested in the intellectuals who are in China. Therefore, he doesn’t dream about The Fat Years to become a mainstream novel. To write about China, and to directly address the politics, to satirize the government, Chan Koon-chung knew from the beginning that he had no hopes of having it published in China, but that doesn’t mean he is not disappointed. “Of course I want my novel to be published in China, as the readership in China is the biggest. However, the novel can only be published in Hong Kong and Taiwan (published by Rye Fields in Taiwan, with a prologue written by Wang Wei-de), but that is still a good thing. I hope it will give readers more to think about. “

Chan Koon-chung moved to Beijing in order to see the fat years of China, and now is the time for it to begin. We can all expect the China Trilogy to follow, “in the next few years, I hope to write two or three more novels about China. I will keep writing.” He says this, and we can only hope that Chan Koon-chung will not be hurt by cat claws in the process, that he remains unscarred until he finishes those books. 

香港作家﹕陳冠中 避政治貓爪 寫中國盛世



(明報)2009年11月8日 星期日 05:10

【明報專訊】養貓的人都知道，貓跟人玩時會藏起貓爪，發怒時卻突然出爪抓傷其眼中的敵人。

貓主人避免受傷的最好辦法，是拔掉貓爪，否則只能準備好有天被貓抓傷。

香港作家陳冠中    眼中的內地政府正好如此。

「他一直懷疑，在生死悠關的現實裏，把自己和眾人的生命交給小說的橋段，是不是太兒戲了？但除此外難道還有什麼萬全之計？」《盛世》中的男主角老陳如是說。陳冠中一向以城市書寫聞名，自《香港三部曲》後便再沒有出版小說。旅居北京    差不多十年，見盡一切光怪陸離，寫下不少評論文章，他終於寫成了其第一本以中國為背景的小說《盛世》。從香港陳冠中，搖身一變成中國陳冠中，藉著創作半真半假的寓言小說，抒發對當前中國社會現實的看法與感受。

陳冠中曾說過﹕「要住在內地十年，才敢寫中國的事情。」早於二○○○年搬到北京，他已打算寫一本關於中國的小說，可是一直心虛，動不了筆。於香港長大的陳冠中根據自己的生活經驗寫成《香港三部曲》，因為熟悉，所以自信筆下的故事能反映至少某一面真實的香港﹔相反，他的青少年期都不在內地，遂擔心自己的觀察不夠準確。

中國新盛世新時代的來臨

「二○○七年中國於國際金融海嘯中倖存，中國人的心態上升，愈來愈多年輕人覺得中國很好，減少了對西方的崇拜。○八北京奧運    讓我感到中國新盛世新年代的開始。隨後又經過與不同朋友的互相引證，對於書寫中國，我多了把握。」今年一月正式動筆，經過半年多時間，陳冠中便完成了這本十二萬字小說。

雖然這十年來發表了不少評論中國社會的文章，陳冠中一直很想寫小說，他認為小說可以做到的，評論甚至學術文章也做不到。「小說可容納很多聲音和不同感覺，是多聲道。」如《盛世》以不同人物的觀點出發，有時是來自台灣    的男主角老陳的聲音，有時是土生土長的小希的聲音，訴說的故事也便更完整。

《盛世》的故事背景設於二○一三年的中國，既非當下的現在，亦非遙遠的將來，陳冠中是別有用意的。「我要寫的其實是眼前的中國，不過二○一三年的中國只會更富更強，現時看到的將會變得更清晰更誇張。」他說，二○一一年，世界將再經歷一次比○七年更嚴重的金融風暴，我們可預視中國又會成功拯救自己，屆時中國人的心態一定比現在上升得更高更快，而且二○一二年是中國「改朝換代」的重要一年，政府換了新血後，新時代將正式降臨。

盛世中的矛盾語言

這是陳冠中首次寫政治寓言小說，理念層面比以往多一點，讀《盛世》會令人想起奧威爾的《一九八四》。書的背頁寫著十項新中國的國策獻言，為故事中《讀書》雜誌的其中一期主題，如「國家調控的市場經濟」、「單民族主權的多族群共和」，兩種完全相反的概念被放在一起，讀者看罷或會覺得諷刺矛盾，並想起《一九八四》中的Newspeak，陳冠中卻表示這正正是官方現今的用語，比Newspeak更荒謬的是，「《一九八四》中的人們尚且覺得Newspeak要不得、要廢除，可是，在現實中，大家都認為這是中國新概念，是理所當然，因為政府用了見效，經濟真的好過來，大家便正常化了它們。」

盛世中的善變政府

「現在的中國的確有很多地方比以前更好。」像《盛世》中，陳冠中描述中央政府千禧年後投放了不少資源研究農民工問題，的確改善了農村貧窮問題，「我去過很多縣城，發現再沒有從前的三無問題，又真的愈來愈好。」

話雖如此，陳冠中卻把中央政府比喻為貓，「不出爪的時候，牠很溫馴，可是你永遠不知道牠何時出爪，來對付誰。」自新中國成立以來，政府隨時嚴打，針對特定的少數人，從以前的土改，到最近的重慶嚴打黑社會，執行起來好狠，法律程序被犧牲掉。「只要你是社會的敵人，便會成為獵物，毫無人權保障。」這是陳冠中口中的「盛世陰影」。

「聽過韓國    有個歌手能絳樹兩歌嗎﹖她能同時唱兩首歌，一個喉嚨兩首歌。」陳冠中認為現時中國就如絳樹兩歌，「你說它壞嗎﹖你又會發現很多好的地方，你說它好嗎﹖你又會發現很多壞的地方。」

盛世中的善忘人

《盛世》中的主角老陳來自台灣，定居在北京多年，是位小說家，跟北京的編輯文化界中人稔熟，熱愛推理小說，這樣的角色難免令人聯想起陳冠中來，雖然他不是來自台灣。可是，其實他倆只有社會背景的相似，老陳做過的，陳冠中從未做過；老陳忘記的，陳冠中未敢忘記。小說開頭便寫，大部分人都忘了災難與盛世之間那一個月，老陳也質疑那一個月存在與否，「猶如八九六四    一樣，內地很多人認為政府當時若不鎮壓，現在社會一定變得更差」。陳冠中認為歷史正在被簡化，大家把現在的繁榮經濟與六四鎮壓扯上關係，似乎忘了六四之後那兩年中國是怎個慘法，甚至對六四隻字不提，「要是六四能夠和平解決，中國一定比現在更好」。六四之後，好的官員都離開了，剩下來的只是些沒理想的。

在小說中，老陳曾經認為，人們現時已經擁有九成、甚至九成半的自由，那九成的自由資料他也嫌消化不了，犯不著去計較那得不到的一成自由。住在內地久了，陳冠中也曾有這樣的想法，大部分的時間他都在想政治以外的事情，即使政治仍是他的興趣。「市面上有很多商品，人們可隨時挑選；雖說很多網站都被封了，大家都會翻牆，想看什麼也能看到，為什麼我還要去關心法輪功怎樣受壓迫？」

中國三部曲

《盛世》裏使用的語言均是書面白話文，偶爾在人物對話中加添了「京片子」「胡同串」，也不算多，陳冠中心中的理想讀者為一些了解大陸情况或對此感興趣的知識分子，所以《盛世》並不是現在流行的文藝小說。寫中國小說，卻直接觸碰政治、諷刺政府，陳冠中打從一開始便知道小說無望在大陸出版，也不是不感到無奈的。「我當然想小說可以在內地出版，內地的讀者群在兩岸三地中始終是最大的。畢竟，小說能在香港台    灣（台灣版將由麥田出版，王德威寫序）出版也是好事，希望為讀者提供多個層面去思考大陸。」

陳冠中搬到北京，是為了看中國盛世這台大戲，而這台大戲正打鑼打鼓的開始了。相信很快大家將會看到《中國三部曲》的出現，「未來這幾年，我希望多寫兩三本有關中國的小說。我會一直寫。」他如是說。我們唯有寄望，陳冠中不會被貓爪抓傷，安好完成小說。

文 岑倩衡

2009/11/7

Book Talk

Is it really the fat years?

Novels often parallel history.  If a novel is set in the future, then it is distanced from history, because history, after all, is a recount of events passed. However, the two still can not be separated. We have “historical fiction”, and we have “imaginative history.” However, the logic behind a novel is not that simple—it is ambiguous and complex. A novel is not necessarily entirely fabricated, and parts of the fiction could be based on truth. It builds situations that may not be possible in our times, and helps us discover the truth. Is it possible for us to understand the inner world of the communist leaders? They way they rule the country, whether it is good or bad, is completely unknown.  We can’t find out, but we will always have a desire to know, and this is where the novel comes in. The novel is also a way for people to communicate and connect. Boston College philosophy professor Richard Kearney says in On Stories: “On a theoretical level, stories make it possible for people to share a common world.”

Are the Chinese happy

Known for his cultural essays and his balance of emotions and rationality, Chan Koon-chung is a cultural figure. This time, he doesn’t write the kind of essays in My Generation of Hong Kong, but has chosen the form of a novel for his new book The Fat Years: China, 2013 to critique China. He likes the multi-facets of the novel and its complexities. In the book, Wang Wang enterprise has bought out Starbucks, something that he imagined, but it nonetheless leads people to consider the possibility and significance of Taiwanese capital being used for Chinese means. The “fire and ice fat years plan” does not actually exist, but it does highlight China’s status in the Global economic downturn.

The subtext of The Fat Years is, as a Chinese person living in 2013, is it really the fat years?

This era is neither good nor bad. It is not the worst, because people are finally happy: the people are consuming, they are creating, they are falling in love, they are getting promoted. It is not the best, because their happiness is partially in their imagination, but it is not entirely imagine. In the novel, a part of history is either aggressively or passively forgotten, and some articles can not be published. Even if people’s moods are great, and their attitudes are positive, this kind of stability is only brought on by the help of chemicals. Even if the intention of these fat years are not criticized, the tactics are undoubtedly immoral, and isn’t this the mirror of China today? Humans are not the goal, the dream of those fat years is. We must ask again, are the Chinese happy? Those nationalists who exuberantly express “Long Live the Big Country”, those who believe stability will overcome everything, how do you answer to that?

The policies for running the country ought to be transparent

In Chan Koon-chung’s story, the possibility that the Chinese leaders are situated in the same world, in the same public space as the rest of us become real. For the first time, a party leader speaks honestly, and the party has never been so transparent. This has historical significance, even though it is not history. There is a character in the book who is a an alternate committee member of the central government, He Dongsen. He is depicted as a man who doesn’t care about promotions and making money; instead, he cares about how the country should be ruled, and the well-being of the country. For us, it is impossible to think that a party leader would ever disregard his personal well-being, but the novel allows that. He Dongsen spends all his time and energy thinking about the communist party, ceasing to be an individual, but rather as a machine for a larger cause—but how does it function? Those who rule should not let those who are ruled to know his logic in ruling. The funny thing is, after He Dongsen is kidnapped by the other characters in the novel, he openly discusses his thoughts, his gambles, his dreams. Of course, this is the ruling strategy of the communisty party in the mind of Chan Koon-chung. If you have seen Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine, you will be shocked to find the similarity between hers and Chan Koon-hung/ He Dongsen’s idea of the ruling policy of the communist party: the ruling force often needs a disaster, something that deeply shocks the human heart and soul, because when people are disturbed and anxious, they often need a Leviathon, and the communist party is exactly that. The economic crisis is almost a dream come true for them. It is a golden opportunity to unite, then lead the entire country. The communist party believes that only a party as united and powerful as them can accomplish this.  

The most important question is, do we believe in this? Is the communist government serving the people, or are the people serving the communist government? For people like He Dongsen, who only has eyes for the party, and not for his personal benefits, this is hard to believe. Why are people so willing to devote themselves to the party?

The narrator lets the government member speak from his heart, and also lets the group have a moment of awakening—you, me and the communist machine all becomes transparent. This is the narrator’s theory is that society should be transparent, this is called social transparency. No matter how ugly it is. You can encourage us to have dreams about the fat years, but you can not lie to, or withhold information from us. 

Using a different character to depict a different generation, I am reminded of Zhong Lingling’s Eileen Says. When comparing the detail and delicateness of characterization, Chan Koon-chung is inferior to Zhong Lingling. But perhaps you can defend this book based on the critical nature of Chan Koon-chung in this book, because I believe the most important value of this book is that it is written as novel, which gives it an Aristotle-styled catharsis. After reading the 200+ pages of the book, we finally see the fantastical nature of the fat years, which is something those who are awakened hope not to live in. In the book, Chen asks Xi: “I have friends on the outskirts of Yunnan, and they haven’t felt the high (meaning, they haven’t been drinking the water that has been tainted by the government), would you go with me?” If you were Xi, what would you answer?

Ding Dong (丁东) is a research member of the Chinese Sociology Academy. He has written several works, and studies modern Chinese history and culture. 

From 1984 to 2013 

By: Ding Dong 

In recent years, China has been reinventing itself on the world stage. This is especially true in the past year, as the United States suffered through an economic crisis, while China managed to stabilize and grow, even becoming the United States’ largest creditors. International perceptions change, with voices from the East and the West, praising China for its rise, and commending China’s model. America’s Peterson International Economics Research Institute’s director wrote in an article in Diplomacy and brought up the concept of “G2”, which sparked debate from different sides. Obama visits China, proclaiming to start a partnership with China in facing the upcoming challenges, while China censors the sensitive topics Obama discussed with the youth in Shanghai, even forbidding South China Morning Post from publishing the letter he wrote to them. The Chinese media is even bolder, exclaiming that China has entered into an era of unforeseen “fat years.” As the western civilization declines, the view on this side just gets better. Overnight, China has developed a common manifest destiny.

At a time like this, Hong Kong has published an interesting novel—The Fat Years—China 2013. Recently, readers in China had been vying for a chance to the see the book for themselves.  The author, Chan Koon-chung, is a cultural commentator in Hong Kong, and has lived in Beijing for the past ten years. Using his unique perspective, he tries to make himself heard regarding this fat years matter. He writes about the situation China is in, but also uses his imagination to create a thoughtful novel, predicting that in 2011, the American dollar crashes again, and the Chinese government enacts an “Ice and fire prosperity plan.” One week after the global economy crashes, there seemed to be a state of anarchy, but at the first sign of slight turbulence, there were swarms of officers in hundreds of Chinese cities. They maintained order and enforced strict violent measures. The terrified Chinese citizens welcomed these measures with high cheers. Afterwards, the government pulled out emergency measures, ordering every person to exchange 25% of his or her savings for consumer coupons, 1/3 of which needs to be spent in the first 90 days, the last 2/3 of which needs to be spent in the following six months, or they will become void.  This move shakes up the economy and rejuvenates Chinese enterprises. In terms of diplomatic relations, the Chinese and the Japanese enacted a new strategy, which lead to countries like Canada, Australia and Russia to depend on Chinese energy and resources. Most importantly, the government used an approved version of a chemical drug to put in the water and other beverages, affecting 99% of the towns and 70% of the agricultural community, to give people a sense of euphoria. Overnight, China seemed to have the highest happiness index in the world. At this point, the Chinese intellectuals have stopped their debates, reaching a historical agreement, and creating the “ten governing policies of the fat years”-- a one party democratic rule; a ruling country that puts stability first; a government that rules for the people; a market economy that is moderated for the country; a fair and competitive central corporate environment; scientific development with Chinese characteristics; harmonious diplomatic relations that benefit the self; a single-ethnicity rule over multiple ethnicities; post western post universal way of thinking; the welcoming of Chinese cultural renaissance. As a result, the founder of the magazine Read received a fat bonus from the government. This book is half-true, half-fiction. To be honest, many of the characters and plot points seem familiar. The government has indeed orchestrated a national economy that gets fatter by the day, using wealth to incite professors to shape their philosophy courses to follow the ten governing policies. In recent years, people started seeing scholar-professors become more famous and flattered by others. They start cozying up to authorities, and become a new kind of tool for them.  Those individual intellectuals who insist on their critical nature are either suppressed, or isolated, banished to the outskirts of society. In this fantasy world, the world plunges into an even more serious economic depression two years from now. Whether this is truth or fiction, the novel wishes to convey through this unique viewpoint the governing policy of modern day China. This kind of political philosophy can be called socialism with Chinese characteristics, or totalitarianism, or as the book puts it, “new prosperity-ism”. Amongst the novelists in China, many have drank from the tampered beverages, and join in on the chorus regarding this new prosperity-ism. Only few novelists have been able to maintain a calm mind. In recent years, from what I can tell, the novelists who have been able to use their novels to analyze political philosophy are Hu Fayun and Wang Yaoyue. They used their stories and their characters to discuss the local authorities and their governing rationale in times of crisis. In The Fat Years there is a fictional central party committee member He Dongsen, who divulges the system. He does this from the point of view of a central party committee member, and not from the point of view of a local authority, which adds to the challenge. 

This kind of fictionalized account of political reality can be traced back to British author George Orwell. He wrote the political science-fiction novel 1984 back in 1948, creating the totalitarian state of “Oceania.” In Oceania, the party uses every method imaginable to control people’s thoughts, making them forget love, family, and the past. No matter where people go, they are monitored by television screens and the thought police. The party’s tenet is war is peace, freedom is slavery, and ignorance is strength. The party’s “truth department” rewrites history, and “Big Brother” rules over everything. Humans become “non-humans.” The original mold for Oceania was the Soviet Union. History lived through 1984, and five years later, the Berlin wall came down. Two years after that, the Soviet Union dissolved. However, history does not end. “Oceania” does not exist anymore, but The Fat Years have shown us an “Eastern Oceania.” The ruling party in this novel is not “Big Brother” but probably shares the same bloodline as “Big Brother.” In some ways they have made appropriate adjustments given the time period, but in other ways it seems just as strong and solid as “Big Brother.” They are adaptable and practical, they do not act hard towards outsiders, and aren’t afraid to act tough to those on the inside. They interchange hard and soft tactics, creating a China that is more and more distant from a civilized country. This is a reality we must face, and must take a step further to analyze. China is still competing with the rest of the world, and the strengths of all the countries are all competing.  What The Fat Years provide is a mobile truth, a chance to think, a starting point to begin analyzing. 

A Post-totalitarianism version of 1984
By Zhang Xiaohui

Chan Koon-Chung could have named his novel 2013, in honor of the other great political science fiction novel. This kind of writing which depicts a futuristic political and social system in which the little man fights against authority is adept and appealing. We can’t help but wonder how it took half a century before someone was able to follow in George Orwell’s footsteps and write such a masterpiece. 

From the surface, The Fat Years: China, 2013 and 1984 have several similarities. Both are set in a fictional totalitarian future, and both satirize the system which corrupts the society and the human soul. When we read The Fat Years, we can’t help but be reminded of its predecessor. There is also a Winston Smith in The Fat Years, in the form of Fang Cao Di, who is searching for the “lost February.” There is also a Julia, in the form of the solitary fighter Wei Xi Hong. There is even a high official in the form of He Dong Sheng who is a reminder of O’Brien.

(Not to mention He Dong Sheng’s speech in the second half regarding the Central Party’s policies during these “fat years”, where the structure mirrors that when O’Brien interrogates Winston.) The sense of contentment in people during these fat years almost seem like the modern day version of “two minute hatred.” The “lost February” and the information that was lost with it reminds people of the “memory hole.” Even Xiao Xi’s terrorism leaning leftist son is a reminder of Parsons’ child.

However, the similarities end there. One must know that The Fat Years is product of a post-modern environment, and is definitely not in the romantic and liberal style of 1984; therefore, we can not put the two together and group them as the same kind of novel. When we think about the era when 1984 was written, it was a time when liberalism and totalitarianism were at each others’ throats.  Under totalitarian rule, the people’s fight for freedom was strong and tragic. In other words, it was a battle made up of blood and massacre, and it reflected tense relationship between the totalitarian state and the romanticism of the people. By now, that kind of romanticism has faded. For those in power, they don’t care for that kind of passionate loyalty anymore. The beliefs that come out of their mouths are merely sweet talk in order to cover the mad pursuit of capitalist gain. Therefore, with the people, they are not like their ancestors who believed in killing those in opposition. They often behave lazily and distractedly towards opposition, which is a tactic for their personal gain. This type of behavior removes an image of an enemy in the people’s minds. Although they are in opposition, the two sides also need each other to continue. Therefore, once those in power loosen their violent methods, the people loses their romantic ideal of revolt. In the words of The Fat Years, the people become “high lai lai”, and they forget everything, even without the aid of the MDMA added in the water. 

(He Dongsheng says)What I want to say to you is, that’s right, the central party’s promotional department did take some actions, but it was only helping move along what was already in action. If the people hadn’t already started to forget, we couldn’t have forced them to forget; it was the people who first fed themselves amnesia pills. (p.259)

This is probably the most memorable passage in The Fat Years. The author effortlessly described the relationship between the post-modern totalitarian government and its people. This is the core of how the two ends built a post-modern totalitarian state in a joint effort.

The nature of the totalitarian government has changed, and the system of ruling has evolved. Under post-totalitarian rule, the government does not use batons and electrocution to handle the people, and they need not bother to build a “room 101.” As a matter of fact, everyone has a “room 101” in their hearts. Therefore, it is rather satirical that those who show a bit of opposition are what we refer to now as “the teen angst”—rightist Xiao Xi or leftist Wei Guo. What’s even more satirical is that in the end, even a rightist like Xiao Xi is defeated under the generous words of He Dongsheng. The ones who are the real threats to the government are actually leftists like Wei Guo, whose terrorists actions are actually suppressed by the government. As for the rest of the people, here is what the novel says about them:


Walking out the door, Chen says to Xiao Xi: “I have some friends in the outskirts of Yunnnan. They haven’t been affected by the High Lai Lai feeling. Would you come with me?” (p.261)


This is responded by a fable-like ending:


Although the eastern sky was clear, the two shielded their eyes, welcomed the bright morning light, walking. (p.261)


This is the biggest difference between The Fat Years and 1984. At the end of 1984, Winston and Julia have completely lost their battle, and their spirits are destroyed, while their bodies are waiting to follow suit. Their defeat is a tragedy, enough to motivate readers to embark on a new romantic attack on the totalitarian regime. The ending in The Fat Years, however, is melancholy. It is escapisms and helpless.  We even feel a sense of contradictory feelings towards “the fat years plan” from the other. It is murderous and despicable, but it also helped China survive the economic crisis and move upwards. This feeling of contradiction, helplessness and escapism is normal in the minds of post-modern people. All of this does not escape the author’s observations. 


Therefore, The Fat Years can be said to be the best portrayal of the relationship between a post-modern totalitarian system and t society’s psyche. If you are searching for a science fiction novel on post-modern totalitarianism, this is the best example of it, without a doubt. 

The Fat Years acknowledges the small people
2009-12-13 3:12:32


Chan Koon-chung’s The Fat Years can be labeled in many ways: a dystopian novel, a political fable, a science fiction novel…some of these labels fit, while some don’t. Even if they fit, they have been put on other works before, and they don’t always help the work. Practically speaking, this is a rare and intellectual book, written by an intellectual, for the intellectuals, about intellectuals. It is rare, because there are two few works in this day and age that really packs in intellectual, smart content. Just when we start despairing about the lack of this kind of writing, Chan Koon-chung’s novel appears. There is a sense of satisfaction, as if you just drank a “Longan Longjing Latte” from the Starbucks Wang Wang joint ventured product, or as if you just drank a pure espresso. If we read the book any later, we would have lost our sense of taste towards intellectual products. 

There are too many big topics in this novel, enough to use 100,000 or even more to discuss. We can shelve that for now, and look at this book solely as a novel. There are several interesting details in the book and we can dissect the author while we dissect the novel. I will point out two issues which may seem insignificant.

I found that the author really detests the youth who were born after 1985. There are many novels that touch on the way these generations differ from ours, and most writers embrace the youth in hypocritical and weak manners. Chan Koon-chung writes about the actual conflicts, and does not hide his distaste for the egotistical and disrespectful youth. 

The characters in The Fat Years are all a little vague, and there are no villains in the book by definition. If there are any villains at all, it would be 24 year old Wei Guo. He is smart, ambitious, and a student at a highly regarded university. He is well-read, “not just a book worm, but one who reads about political theory and world economics; his motto is wisdom and courage are both needed—he praises a monkish samurai spirit, heroism and machismo. He is elite with a mission, in an inglorious age. He courageously admits that he is the true spiritual elite during the China fat years.”
　　He picks six university students who look up to him, and train them in their wushu, as well as their brutality. He takes them camping and has them slaughter homeless dogs. He brings misfortune to his own mother. His ideal profession is a spiritual civil servant. 

I’m guessing that the author has met children like Wei Guo. To meet them is one thing, but to create such a character out of them is another. Even those who are as cynical as Lu Xun must maintain a certain degree of courtesy when meeting such youth. Even those who are as arrogant as Li Au will venture to compare themselves to the youth in terms of physical strength, at the most. His ability to criticize the new signifies the author does not care for the superficial evolution theory. The youth don’t necessarily have moral privileges. Perhaps what’s new is also what’s worst. 

I rather like the author’s isolated anger at the youth. He writes that when Chen attends a gathering with his Reading colleagues, he “only chats with the older editors and authors.” As for the young editors and authors, “never mind, I don’t even know them and they don’t feel the need to know me.”

The protagonist of The Fat Years is Chen. Chen was “born in Hong Kong, and after elementary school, moved to Taiwan with his parents.” When he is introduced in the novel, he is a famous journalist, novelist and China expert in Taiwan. He later moved to Beijing, and is now fully immersed in the Beijing literati circle. Whether Chen is Chan Koon-chung or not, the readers will never know. The Chen in the novel is pretty much a local Beijinger by now, and does not have the arrogance or  terrified persona of Hong Kong or Taiwan citizens. His thoughts and actions are standard Chinese intellectual elitist.

Chen loves detective novels, and so do I.　A real detective will discover things in details that most people overlook. What I discovered in The Fat Years that I’m most pleased about is: in actuality, Chen only makes his way into and is fully accepted the Beijing crow; in his bones, however, he is still a foreigner, who still has a gap between himself and his Chinese friends. This can be seen in Chen, Jian Lin, and He Dongsheng’s gathering. 

Those gatherings also reflect the recent craze for French red wine in Beijing. Real estate mogul Jian Lin “takes out some good wine, an ’82, an ’85 and an ’89 Bordeaux. The two of them drink sometimes two bottles in a night.” At this point, Chen’s internal monologue is very “Hong Kong and Taiwanese”: Taiwanese drink good wine, perhaps starting 15 years earlier than China. I can go along with him and enjoy his wine. I am even willing to hear him talk about the wine knowledge he got from books and magazines.” That last sentence is astute, but also vicious. The nouveau riche is insecure about their joie de vivre, and must read about things in books and magazines. Chen even counsels Jian Lin a little on wine culture, teaching him that you don’t taste Bordeaux wine by itself, but must drink it with some burgundy. 

What I thought was funny was that Jian Lin and Chen are both equally uneducated about wine culture. Since when was there so much tips and tricks in wine cultre? According to conspiracies, the supposed wine culture is really just a marketing ploy crafted by the French wine sellers and the government. Most French people don’t even believe in it themselves. According to recent studies in France, most French people still think wine is detrimental to health, its level of toxicity close to that of pork. Wine culture is acknowledges in greater Asia, first Hong Kong, then Taiwan, then China.　

I’m glad to have found this flaw about Chen in the book. Otherwise, The Fat Years would be much to fierce.  

http://www.dfdaily.com/node2/node31/node2433/userobject1ai202053.shtml
Looking at the fat years with a cold eye—Chan Koon-chung and China 2013

It is a fable and a prophecy; it is a dauntless novel and also a science fiction novel; it speaks about politics, but it also speaks about human suffering. Chan Koon-chung went from being a guest in China to being a resident of Beijing, from being an observer to being a commentator, from being careful about what he’s saying to being free to speak his mind. He uses a fictional setting to depict the scene of modern China in a not-so-distant future. He writes about the kind of voice and attitude that intellectuals must possess in this day and age. He hopes that people will not forget, lose or destroy themselves; he hopes people will not be too self-assured and be happy over nothing. 

I made an appointment to meet with Chan Koon-chung at Beijing’s “Happiness Village Two” community complex, because that is where the character Chen from The Fat Years lives. After putting the phone down, I laughed at myself for being so wrapped up in the prophecy and fable that is his book that I wanted to be in the actual setting. 

The night before I met with Mr. Chan, I attended a dinner, a kind of dinner that anyone who lives in Beijing will be familiar with. What I mean by this is that those in attendance were from all different industries. There were artists, gallery owners, foreign journalists, accountants, white-collar workers and others. At any kind of gathering in Beijing, there will always be a common topic, and the conversations are never dry. 

One person in attendance, the descendent of a party leader, said that he had attended a Mao Zedong forum. He said that the time we are living in really is the beginning of the fat years, and talked about how China emerged as a superpower during the global economic crisis. He said that we have a great opportunity to reject the ways of the west…and everyone sitting at the table passionately agreed, smiling a satisfied smile. 

I reached into my purse and felt Chan Koon-chung’s red covered book. I thought that I was caught in one of the scenes of the book. This made me believe his prophesy even more. The “high-lite-lite” period’ predicted in his book had come prematurely. In the book, Chan Koon-chung describes a sense of “high-lite-lite” in the people. I wanted to be included in this high, but felt like I didn’t believe. I wanted to buy into this belief of the coming of the fat years, but perhaps after reading Chan’s The Fat Years, I couldn’t. At that point, I could only believe that I was 
a Fang Caodi or a Xiao Xi. 

We met up around his house near the World Trade Center, and I asked him whether he owned three apartments in the Happiness Village community complex like his character Chen does. He laughs, and admits he did, and now regrets that he didn’t buy more apartments there—and be able to live comfortably off renting them out like Chen does. 

I’ve seen him in the media over the past few years, since he and his girlfriend Yu Qi often appear at cultural events. The two of them appear like the images of those public intellectuals we have, even though they seldom speak out in public. He is a humble public figure. He started out a visitor to Beijing, and was regarded by the youth as an older oppositionist. They later then discovered that he wasn’t’ so radical, and has always kept the role as an observant, keeping to the side to listen to what people have to say. He has now lived in Beijing for 9 years, and started writing this book in January of 2009. He finished the book by June. He is happy that he finished the book with such speed , and there are only three words in the first page: To Yu Qi. 

Sometimes words are not enough to express. 

Everything became clear in 2008

Intellectuals in Hong Kong, China and Taiwan all speak their own languages and care about different issues. Their criticism of the same issues come from different angles, so it is hard to define where a “Chinese intellectual” stands, and what he says about a certain thing. Chan Koon-chung has finally spoken out on what he’s observed over the past ten years as a man who has spent a significant amount of time in all three countries. He has written a book about China that is published in Hong Kong, talking about a big issue in a small setting. This is a peculiar circumstance. 

To write the book about modern China in the language of a Chandler-style detective novel is something Chan contemplated for a long time. The only way to write about politics, a culture, its people and their voices, the only way is through a novel. He was very careful when he first moved to China, “I am an outsider.” Everything he wrote steered clear of politics. “I was much more harsh when I wrote about Hong Kong.” He had a sense of his place, and waited until the time was right before he wrote his opinion. 

“It wasn’t until 2008 did I get a clear sense of the current situation. This really is the beginning of a new face of China. This is especially true in the youth’s attitudes, and I didn’t see this until 2008. The issues with Tibet and the Olympics gave me what I needed to structure this novel. If it weren’t for 2008, I wouldn’t have a good sense of what the true China looks like. I think it is appropriate to describe China as entering its “fat years.” The people are extremely content, the whole atmosphere is happy, and after the Olympics, we had managed to escape a political and economic crisis. All of these factors were present, and I felt that I could write this story.  Then the western world entered a financial crisis, and it became even clearer to me that the world plates were shifting.”

The first “Fat years” in a century

Southern Weekly has shuttered, All Sages Bookstore has closed its doors, and all the other fictional events prophesizes a crisis in public opinion and culture. However, everyone seems happy about this, except for Fang Caodi, Xiao Xi and Zhang Dou. In the book, they are either psychiatric patients or asthma patients. Finally, it is an “insomniac party leader” who is kidnapped by Chen and his team who finally spills the truth. They used violence to fight power, and violence to obtain the truth. 

This terrifying method is prophesized through Chan’s mystery and humor—it is hidden and subdued. He sets the story in 2013, but writes like it is today. This hypothetical situation is too close to reality. He writes about China today, but in the shell of a science fiction novel, causing readers to be simultaneously unsure and convinced. 

“Nobody can say if something like this will happen in the future. We are not even lucky enough to predict the fat years in 2013. We don’t know where China’s economic status is heading towards. We can’t predict the world’s situation, and we can’t save ourselves from anything that will happen in the future. However, from what we can see now, a lot of things are set in place. For example, that dinner you went to last night could have been put into my novel.”

“I hadn’t realized before how many people used the term ‘fat years’ until very recently. The term was used in the Han Tang dynasty. We don’t use it to describe a China that is suffering. We haven’t used it on China in the past 100 years. 2008 brought big changes, and changed the people at the same time. This is a very crucial and very real moment.”

We are afraid of the elite

The characters Xiao Xi and Fang Caodi really resemble people I know in real life. They are the anomaly in The Fat Years, or, in the eyes of others, “people who are forgotten by time.” They look at each other and can’t tell who the sick one is. They search for “the lost month” like we search for a forgotten memory—those memories of events that can’t be mentioned. 

I am afraid of Xiao Xi’s son, the elite university student, or rather, the one who considers himself an elite. He is a rat and an opportunist, all in the name of “national fate.”

“I have an intellectual friend who said this is a character who has never appeared in a novel before. I’ve met several people who are like the character of Xiao Xi’s son, most of whom you meet at universities. The average youth born after the 1980s aren’t like this, only those who are elitist have this mentality. They become like this, and start looking down on people.”

“I am afraid of these people too. If they become leaders, then the world will become a terrifying place.”

Speaking out at the right time

Chan Koon-chung believes there are two kinds of writers, one is an investigative, professional writer, while the other enjoys life and living. He is the second kind, but after enjoying life for several years, he believed it was time to write. He said that Hemingway also belongs in the second category. He also believes in the “public intellectual” role he plays. 

“For the most part, what you say and what you think doesn’t matter. What matters is that you speak from the heart at the right time,” he says to himself.

“There are many Taiwanese and Hong Kong people who come into China, thinking they will keep a blind eye from what’s going on here. They don’t’ see what they don’t want to see. They are in China for profit and fame, so they don’t want to get involved in what’s not necessary. However, I believe that we have the ability, so why don’t we say what needs to be said? Otherwise, what is the use of having this freedom?”

