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authoritarianism, the one-party system, central economic control, and per-
sonal despotism. They have no regard for the individual and allow no
democratic discussion at all. These are all characteristics of old China. But
those opposing the dam represent the majority of intellectuals, and they
oppose the project for technical, financial, environmental, and human
rights reasons, as well as for the preservation of our ancient roots. They
are backed by many caring people the world over. These people have all
the characteristics of the new society. They are independent thinkers. They
want to express their own opinions.

“All we are asking for is an open democratic debate on a crucial enter-
prise that concerns the fate of the whole nation. Our people want to be
heard. What is the government afraid of? We don’t want to repeat the fatal
mistakes the Communist Party has made in the past—like the Great Leap
Forward (1958-60)* and the Cultural Revolution (1966-76). So, one can
study China through this case—the whole of society and contemporary
Chinese affairs. This is why so many people in China and abroad are
concerned about this project.”

Who Is Dai Qing?

Dai Qing has risen like the phoenix from an eclectic and fiery back-
ground—one that would have burned out most spirits. She was born in
1941 during World War II into an elite intellectual family. Her father, Fu
Daging, who received his university degree in Moscow in the early 1920s,
was a friend and follower of Chen Duxiu, the founder of the Chinese
Communist Party. Her mother, the daughter of a prominent Peking
scholar, was born at the end of the Qing dynasty (1644—1911) and became
one of the small percentage of women in China privileged to receive a
higher education. She studied in Japan and became an oil engineer. Dai’s
parents firmly believed that communism was the answer to China’s prob-
lems. When the Japanese invaded China they joined the communist intelli-

*The Great Leap Forward (1958-60) was a plan promoted by CCP Chairman Mao
Zedong to overcome China’s economic backwardness through intensive agricultural
production and reliance on untried industrial models, such as the infamous “backyard
steel furnaces,” in order to catch up with and surpass the economies of the West. Its
failure resulted in the deaths of an estimated thirty million people. Penny Kane,
Famine in China, 1959-61: Demographic and Social Implications (New York: St.
Martin’s Press, 1988).
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gence organization and were assigned to occupied Beijir}g. When her
mother was eight months pregnant with Dai’s younger sister, she was
captured and tortured on the dreaded “tiger’s bench” where the Japanese
chained their victims. She survived electric and water tortures, escaped,
and made her way back to Chongging. Miraculously, both mother and
infant lived. When Dai Qing was three years old, her father was executed
by the Japanese. In China, he became an honored revollutlonary mart)fr.

In her recent book My Four Fathers, Dai Qing writes about the influ-
ence her real father and three subsequent “fathers” had upon her. Of her
real father, she wrote: “He was extremely intelligent but was never ap-
pointed to an important position in the CCP for he was uninterested in
promoting himself and gaining power, and that is the example that I have

following all my life.”*

bee/r\lfter the vfar Daiy Qing moved to Beijing with her mother and, at the
age of five, was adopted by her martyred f.ather.’s friend Mjarsha'l Y;
Jianying. The Marshal was then commander-in-chief of the elite Eight
Route Army and would later become minister of‘ defense. In one o£ the
many contradictions in Dai Qing’s life, this “c}‘uld of communism at-
tended a former British missionary school. During the disastrous Great
Leap Forward in the late 1950s, Dai helped build a small b?ckyal;d steel
furnace in a beautiful old Christian church, and as an enthusiastic young
pioneer” she volunteered to help construct the Great Hall of tbc People in
Tiananmen Square. She was later encouraged by her a'doptlve father to
attend the Harbin Military Engineering Institute from which sh:: graduated
as a missile engineer and was classified as a “national treasure..

When the Cultural Revolution broke out in May 1966, ‘Dal was 'work-
ing as an engineer in a top secret laboratory speciahzmg in the guldance
and propulsion systems of intercontinental missiles. H'e? researc.h 1n\ff>lved
the very heart of the system—the high-speed precision engine. Back
then,” she later wrote, “I had no other thoughts on my mmd. than to
become an outstanding engineer and to repay the people for t’helf'nurtur-
ing. Every thought in our minds came from [Mao Zedong’s] ‘instruc-
tions.’ . . . We firmly believed that ‘Chairman Mag was the greatgst le.ader
of the oppressed in the world” and that ‘the sky in the Communist liber-
ated areas was always bright.’ » Caught up in the fervor of the Cultural

* Dai Qing, Wode sige fugin: zijide gushi (My Four Fathers: My Own Story) (Hong
Kong: Mingbao Publishers Ltd., 1995).

The River Dragon Has Come! xxiii

Revolution, Dai left her missile job to join the Red Guards. But she soon
discovered that no matter how fervently they followed Mao’s directive to
sweep away the “four olds”—old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old
habits—from Chinese society, everything was determined by the highest
levels of the government and the guards’ internecine “struggle” was use-
less. By 1968, the country was in chaos. The students felt they had been
conned by the leaders they ongg worshiped and like thousands of others,
Dai expressed her resentment by getting married and pregnant before the
approved age.

Among the thousands of intellectuals who were imprisoned and tor-
tured during this chaotic period were Dai Qing’s mother and her second
husband, the man Dai called her “third father,” Tang Hai. She described
him as a man living in a world of his own who only became a Communist
because he was snubbed by an official in the Kuomintang government
(1927-49). He was a scholar who spoke fluent English. In the late 1930s,
he journeyed to the caves of Yan’an where the Communists were hiding
out and became Mao Zedong’s translator. He fell out of favor when Mao
became jealous and imprisoned him for the “crime” of kissing a young
woman. During the Cultural Revolution, he was again persecuted and
imprisoned for his Western ideas. His suffering was beyond endurance.
He went insane and died in an asylum.

The death of Dai Qing’s “third father” played a major role in her
disillusionment. She learned of his death while she and her husband were
working as peasants reclaiming land and raising pigs on a military farm
near Dongting Lake where they had been sent during the Cultural Revolu-
tion to “reform through labor.” “Everyday we were covered in mud from
head to toe,” she said, “and so exhausted we could hardly move. We had
no idea of the damage that the reclamation projects would do to the
environment.”* At the same time, their infant daughter was taken from

them and given to the care of a working class stranger. They did not see
their baby for three and a half years.

*Dongting and Poyang lakes are a major catchment area for Yangtze River floods.
Such massive reclamation projects and the rapid expansion of lands under cultivation,
in line with Mao Zedong’s dictum to “plant grain everywhere,” severely reduced the
size of these lakes and other catchment areas in China, exacerbating flood problems on
the Yangtze and other rivers. For her personal experiences in the Cultural Revolution,
see Dai Qing, “Zawen” (Piquant Essays), Chinese Studies in Philosophy, vol. 27, no. 2
(Armonk, N.Y.: M.E. Sharpe, Inc., winter 1995/96).
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Speaking of her growing disillusionment during these years, Da_lf sals:
“I once truly believed Mao’s line that “sweat fr'o‘m work can purify tf e
filth in the soul,” ” Dai said. “But it was on the military farm where . . . for
the first time I realized the ignorance, hypocris.y, arrogance, ?nd darknescs1
of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) in which I had previously serve
and now observed as someone working at the lowest depths of socx.ety.
The myth ingrained in my mind since 1960 of the blood and flesh relalt.lon(-i
ship between the people’s army and the peggle was destroyeq. I rea 1zed
that the military was merely an armed political group, and it was Fsei
solely as an extension of political action. How was”the CCP so able 0of
mystify and romanticize the military? And, what' for? Aft‘er three years
manual labor, Dai was accused of involvement in a reactionary organiza-
tion. On learning of her imminent arrest, she agd her 'husband escaped to
Beijing where they were fortunately reunited w1th. their daughter but con-
tinued to live under the threat of imprisonment until 1971. ' .

Like most of the young intellectuals sent to the cpuntrys1de Dai was
unable to return to her former position as missile engineer. Howevgr, her
training landed her a job as a technician in.the‘ tel§v151on s‘urvelllaﬁce
division of the Ministry of Public Security which 1romce}lly paid off w ein
she was later imprisoned and was able to locate the hidden cameras. fnf
1978 Dai was employed at the PLA Headquarte'rs of the General Stz;1
where, after studying English, she was transferred in tkle early 1980s to the
civilian intelligence department. There, shg admits, I worked as a spy
with the mystery that the profession entails.” Her. primary taskhwa§ to
guard against foreign enemies. The number one foreign enemy at that time
was the Soviet Union, and Dai’s first assignment toolf her to France to spy
on writers from Eastern European communist coun'tnfas. Her cover was to
pose as a member of the All China Writers’ Assoc1at{on.j" She played.the
role so well that she actually began writing short stories in her spare tlmza1
and discovered she was good at it. Both publishers and' th'e pub.hc love
her stories and she soon became an eminent young novelist in China.

The Making of an Investigative Journalist

Dai Qing left PLA intelligence in 1982 when a male colleague exposed
her to the CIA. She landed a job as a journalist and for the next seven

* See, Dai Qing, “Zawen” (Piquant Essays), Chinese Studies in Philosophy, vol.
27, no. 3 (Spring 1996).
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years wrote for Guangming ribao (Enlightenment Daily), a leading na-
tional newspaper read mainly by intellectuals. Her assignments took her
all over the country, and she focused on extremely sensitive political and
environmental issues with a barbed pen. She soon became the country’s
boldest and best-known woman investigative Jjournalist, but her penchant
for getting into trouble with the authorities lost her all chances for promo-
tion at the newspaper. When she was sent to Guangxi Province in China’s
southwest to report on the Sino-Vietnamese War (1979), instead of the
expected propaganda she wrote articles satirizing the foolishness of war
and challenging the right of the government to go to war. In 1987, she
wrote a seething eyewitness account about how the government’s disdain
for human life and lack of environmental concern led to a months-long
forest fire in Heilongjiang Province, but her newspaper refused to print it,
Undaunted, she published her own and some of her colleagues’ reports in
amonograph with the revealing title of /And?*

Dai became increasingly determined to reveal the dark side of the
Three Gorges project that she knew was being suppressed by the govern-
ment, fp 1989, she produced the shockingly critical work, Yangtze!
Yangtze!, that catapulted her into political prison. Without explanation she
was thrown into solitary confinement where, she later admitted, she “ex-
perienced a constant terror like the sword of Damocles hanging over my
head.” She was forbidden to sing, and kept her sanity by reciting poetry to
herself. She studied law in an effort to get herself released, cried for her
husband, and for a time contemplated suicide. Her only companions dur-
ing her exercise period in a zoo-cage were centipedes, spiders, and snails.

Her only visitor during confinement was her “fourth father,” actually her
father-in-law. He received approval to visit and say good-bye because he was
dying of lung cancer. Holding his hand she began to cry and said, “Father, 1
first met you when you were in prison (during the Cultural Revolution) and
now you’re visiting me in prison. I don’t believe you did anything wrong, nor
have I. You must trust me. . ..” He replied, “We can resist!” ‘

He died shortly thereafter but his words were never forgotten. Dai’s
will to survive and oppose the project was renewed.

After her release in May 1990, Dai remarked that she felt as if she had
gone from a small jail into a big prison. She went on, however, to forge

¥ IHe?: Daxing anling huozai zhiji baodao (1And?: A Timely Report on the Fire in
the Greater Xing’an Mountains) (Beijing: Huaxia Publishers, 1987).
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herself a remarkable career as a writer, environmentalist, a}nd 1ect;rﬁi). jh;

was allowed to travel abroad and eventually became a Nieman Ce1 e

Harvard University, a research fellow gf Fthlei Freefl?}:: i?lr;gl?;n ;\)I autional
i ity, and a Humanities Research rellow a

ggiz:zg’ She is a multiple award winner includi.ng the 19912 AGoldgn(};ZE

for Freedom (Prague), the 1993 Goldmgn Envxronmentad war

Francisco), and the 1993 Condé Naste Environmental Award.

Courage on the Line

Today, Dai Qing has become that rare creature in Communist Chma~—har;
indepe’ndent thinker with an open, flexible mind who dares tofexp;cla.ssh’ eg
i in
ini i f the possible consequences o1 publis
opinions. She is fully aware 0 SO P e
iti Three Gorges dam, but she
another critical book about the ! .
mission to stop the project is more important than hfer own .safety. Ehe 1tsh2
follower of no one. Even the Western label of “Chinese d1.s51denfc or th
Chinese label of “dual dissident intellectual” do not fit. pal has céliisstotc;lle
ated herself from all political movements. When she dlscov'ere Eli e
mass protest movement in Tiananmen Square in 1989 was l})lzmg e;(p oxthe
itici i er interests she withdrew tfrom
by politicians to advance their own pow :
erﬁocratic movement. On the day that the Comn.dums.t Party usid fco(r:cPe to
crack down on the students she submitted her resignation fran the ! . 1
Dai is quick to point out that she has never lined up with th(.a. .11 era
intellectuals, the hard liners, the democratic elements,lor tge k1136(1;mg ;zt
i ’ i free to attack them all, and she does
ime, a strategy which leaves her . . :
iesitate to do so, though she sometimes plays the role gf rgxet:}clhatorl.i tﬁii
i i ing li in all directions—at both the po
ing aims her smoking literary gun in a tions the
lQeft ind right—from Chairman Mao to Deng X1ao‘pmg, at China csi currel?(;
top leaders, social climbers, professional opportunists, student lea erst, aN :
even fellow journalists, both foreign and Chinese, past and present.
i i i 1f.
one is exempt, including herse §
Dai describes herself as a “fighter for democracy” but she also suppbortt}s1
some aspects of neo-authoritarianism.* She expresses contempt for bo
the Communist Party and the student dissidents from the pro-democracy

iti iod i ina’ ward
* Neo-authoritarianism calls for a transitional period in China ls progrgsi Stt(;bﬁsh
democracy in which a strong leader would impose the rule of law an
democratic institutions from above.
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movement and their intellectual backers who oppose the government. She
feels they are cut from the same cloth—“Dogmatists who in the name of
‘revolution’ bring catastrophe to the Chinese people.”

Like Daw Aung San Suu Kyi, the democratic leader in Burma, Dai Qing
believes reform should be achieved by nonviolent means. “I feel that it is best
to avoid revolution at all costs,” she said. “Overthrowing a system by vio-
lence is far more fearful than maintaining and reforming the present political
order.” Dai has a profound belief in the fupdamental wisdom of the Chinese
people who are now experiencing sweeping economic, ideological, and polit-
ical changes as the country struggles through an unprecedented social transi-
tion between communism and free enterprise capitalism. By her writings and
lectures she is attempting to find an equilibrium for herself as well as for
China—an equilibrium that she feels must be achieved by nonviolence rather
than the bloody revolutionary upheavals that have characterized every change
of government in the last two thousand years of Chinese history. Dai believes
that China must go through a profound incremental change before it can find
the societal balance which will enable the country to modernize and build a
true civil society which she envisions will evolve into a Chinese- rather than a
British- or American-style democracy. “China should establish a democratic
system with a foundation of Chinese philosophical ideas. This cannot be
achieved overnight, but there have been some democratic sprouts emerging
such as the growing private economy and direct elections at the village level.”

Dai Qing has been criticized by both the government and the democ-
racy movement for her role during the Tiananmen Square disaster when
she tried to show sympathy for the students but urged them to return to
their universities. I tried to be a go-between and find some way of com-
promise between the government and the students because I don’t think
democracy can be achieved by an overnight revolution. The students had a
dream. They wanted a revolution and hoped it would bring down the
Communist Party. The dream was good but the method was wrong.”

Dai explained that one reason she tried to persuade the students to leave
the square was because she feared that the more than one million people
being forced to evacuate the Yangtze River Valley, and the hundreds of
thousands of still homeless who were driven from their lands to make way
for the Three Gate Gorge (Sanmenxia) and seven other large dams built on
the Yellow River in the 1950s, might Join with the students in the square.
“Most of [those moved in the 1950s] are still homeless,” said Dai, “or live
under terrible conditions. If they had Joined forces with the students in
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Beijing it would have forced the government to retaliate by military force.
It could have escalated into a major revolution, a blood bath that would
have set China’s progress back many years.”* o

“The only positive thing that came out of Tiananmen,” she said, “was
that it finally taught a lesson to the common people tbat thf:y should_ TlOt
trust blindly any leader or party. In my opinion, removing this superstition
is the first step to democracy. The second step would be for the p’?ople to
be open to new ideas, but unfortunately that has not happened yet.

An Intellectual Underground

Her fame as a writer and her family connections may have helpe'd Dai
Qing develop her strategic network of undergrf)un.d sources, but it was
mainly the result of her own courage and determination to spread the truth
about the Three Gorges project. “They [including her sources who wrote
for The River Dragon Has Come!] still work in their positions,” she told
me. “On the surface they work for the Communist Party an.d the govern-
ment, even within the Ministry of Water Resources. But inside they know
what they should do.” N L

“Is this causing a split in the Party and within the Ministry?” I inquired.
“Is there a Three Gorges underground? It sounds to me that some people
are saying one thing and doing another.” L

“Yes, some of them are,” Dai said with a disingenuous smile. nge
are even in key positions so they can get information about the project.
Then they tell me and practically write an article for me.” ' ‘

“Tt sounds just like Washington,” I said. “Everybody is leaking to the
press!” . .

She dissolved into giggles. “Yes, yes,” she said, “the dam is leakmg._

“Are your secret sources in the Ministry in danger? Are you putting
yourself in danger by telling me this?” o o ‘

“The definition of danger or risk in Deng Xiaoping’s Chma. is quite
different from that in Mao Zedong’s China. The biggest risk now is t'o lose
your job, but in Mao’s era you would lose your head. .OfﬁCIEﬂ? in the
Ministry of Water Resources are willing to provide me information, but
they are not willing to use their names. In this book I only use the real

* For more on the Three Gate Gorge dam, see Chapter Ten.
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names of older people who are not afraid to lose their jobs; for those still
in important positions I use a pen name.”

“Are your sources objective and qualified to know why they are oppos-
ing the Three Gorges project?”

“They are all experts: -scientists, hydrologists, environmentalists, and
engineers. Many are Communist Party members. I think that 90 percent of
the Chinese people are really opposed to the project. The only ones in
favor of it are those politicians and ,people in the hydroelectric depart-
ments who profit in some way—either financially, or through prestige,
glory, and promotions. They are after power at the expense of the country.
Many people who arc against it are not involved in the debate because
they think it is useless to object. They still believe that once the Party
makes a decision nobody can stop it. You see, this is the cost of centuries
of emperor worship. That is the old mind set. Nobody can change it.”

Can it be Stopped?

“Do you really believe that popular resistance could possibly stop the
project at this point?” I asked.

“Right now I think we have two years to stop it altogether, or at least to
change the design.* I think Deng Xiaoping may join his ancestors within
the next two years,** and Li Peng’s term as premier ends in March 1998,
which is the main reason he is trying to push the project beyond the point
of no return. After Li’s departure, there will be two important figures in
Chinese politics, namely Jiang Zemin, president of the country and gen-
eral secretary of the Party, and the economic czar, Vice Premier Zhu
Rongji. Neither have uttered any direct support of the Three Gorges proj-
ect so they would not lose face by announcing one day that it had been
terminated. In terms of foreign companies who have invested, they could
still profit just as much by helping to build smaller dams on the tributaries,
which would create the same amount of energy at less cost and, most

importantly, those 1.9 million desolate people would not have to be forci-
bly resettled.”

*Alternatives include proposals for a series of smaller dams to be built on the
Yangtze’s tributaries and/or a substantial reduction in the scale of the Three Gorges
dam to the size of the smaller Gezhouba dam.,

**Deng Xiaoping died in February 1997, a few months after Ms. Topping spoke
with Dai Qing.



