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Wei Jingsheng's dissident life began with a precipitous suddenness. In just under four months, during the 1978-79 Democracy Wall movement, his unique talent as a thinker, writer and activist burst forth and blossomed. In fact, Wei did not actually go to Democracy Wall until several weeks after poster-writers in Beijing had started to center their efforts there. His first visit filled him with inspiration: in a single night he wrote his celebrated essay, "The Fifth Modernization - Democracy." With virtually no revisions, it was posted on Democracy Wall by a friend at 2 o'clock in the morning of December 5, 1978. After he had put up the original, Wei wrote two additional parts expanding his initial arguments and responding to critics who had written their comments on and around the poster. (The first part is reprinted in full below.) In those four months, Wei lived in a fever of activity, often sleeping no more than three hours a night, according to friends. He published and distributed four issues of the journal, Exploration, which he founded and which consisted mostly of his own articles. He went out to conduct "social investigations," even daring to question police officers at local Public Security Bureau stations about imprisoned fellow activist, Fu Yuehua. He also met with foreign diplomats and journalists to discuss ideas about China and the world, engaging in a dialogue which had previously been unthinkable. 

Although it was November and the beginning of what was to be an extremely cold winter, Beijing's political atmosphere was positively spring-like. Deng Xiaoping had just returned formally to power on a wave of popular discontent with Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) policies. As one of the principal victims of that decade-long "permanent revolution," Deng became the hope of those inside and outside the Party who wished to see an end to unrealistic economic policies and the ceaseless "class struggle" movements advocated by Mao Zedong. The Third Plenum of the Eleventh Central Committee, held in November 1978, marked the turning point in Deng's victory over those identified with the legacy of the Cultural Revolution. This was the culmination of a long process of gradual retreat from radical policies, which had begun in the autumn of 1976 with the Chairman's death and the arrest of the "Gang of Four," a group of top Party leaders centered around Mao's wife, Jiang Qing. At that time, Deng was again in disgrace, having been briefly rehabilitated in 1975 at the behest of Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai, and then thrown out of power again after Zhou's death in January 1976. 

Paradoxically, Deng chose to enlist Mao's Thought in defense of his new pragmatic agenda to, in Cultural Revolution parlance, "wave the Red Flag to oppose the Red Flag." At a speech to an army conference in June 1978, Deng legitimized the two slogans identified with his faction - "seeking the truth from facts" and "practice is the sole criterion of truth" - by quoting from Mao's early writings to show that Mao had warned against a dogmatic approach to any theory and advocated "investigation and study of objective social conditions."This view was contrasted with that of Deng's opponents, who became known through pro-Deng propaganda as "the Whateverists," since their principal credo was that Mao's decisions and assessments should be accepted and obeyed without question. 

On November 15 the newspaper favored by China's intellectuals, Guangming Daily, announced that 100,000 people labeled as political enemies in the 1957 Anti-Rightist Campaign had been rehabilitated and that the 1976 demonstrations commemorating Zhou Enlai and criticizing Cultural Revolution policies, known as the Tiananmen Incident (or the April Fifth Movement), had been declared "completely revolutionary." Everywhere, mouths that had been sealed opened. At first, Deng had enlisted expressions of discontent, such as wall posters, in the service of his return to power. But as Democracy Wall activists began to go beyond the limited role he had envisaged for them and to criticize China's whole political system, Deng began to reconsider this alliance of convenience. 

In the spirit of China's first unorchestrated, large-scale protests since 1949, the April Fifth Movement, the Democracy Wall movement let loose a flood of new and previously taboo ideas, creating the only sustained, spontaneous, critical political discussion the People's Republic had known. This debate was not confined to Beijing. Across the country, young people, mostly workers, picked up their pens and began to write the "big-character" wall posters (dazibao) and to post them in public places in each city. In Beijing, posters first went up in the main shopping street, Wangfujing, and on the fence surrounding the construction site of Mao's mausoleum in Tiananmen Square. Political activists soon began to congregate near a long, low gray brick wall around a bus yard just to the west of Tiananmen on Chang'an Boulevard, by Xidan. This became known as Democracy Wall. 

The Fifth Modernization 

One of the posters which attracted the most attention and controversy appeared on December 5, 1978, some three weeks after Democracy wall had become the epicenter of dissent. This was "The Fifth Modernization - Democracy," signed with the pen-name Wei Jingsheng was to use throughout the Democracy Wall movement, Jin Sheng (golden voice). The poster was rather different from those which had come before. "We want to be masters of our own destiny," it said. "We need no gods or emperors. We do not believe in the existence of any savior. We want to be masters in our world and not instruments used by autocrats to carry out their wild ambitions. We want a modem lifestyle and democracy for the people. Freedom and happiness are our sole objectives in accomplishing modernization. Without this fifth modernization all others are merely another promise." [Seymour] 

"We were all so amazed. Finally, there was this young Chinese man who was speaking in a way we could understand," said Marie Holzman, a French Sinologist then working for Agence France Presse who made daily trips to Democracy Wall to read each new harvest of posters. She met Wei towards the end of December 1978. "All the others were still using the Marxist jargon. Of course we could understand the language of the posters, but we couldn't understand what was really in their minds Y ou don't really think that people believe what they are writing when they use thatjargon But Wei just said exactly what he thought." 

Wei's articles took the argument a crucial step further by boldly criticizing the CCP and its leaders and asserting : the right of Chinese citizens to speak in opposition to the ideas the Party presented as "truth." Without new institutional structures to ensure that the government followed the will of the people, argued Wei, all its "promises" were worth nothing. 

, 

Wei was even skeptical of CCP promises that it would construct a rule of law and act according to 

"socialist legality." Exploring the relationship between human rights, equality under , the law and 

democracy, he wrote, in the third part of The Fifth Modernization, "History shows us 

that an autocracy backed up by the rule of law is simply tyranny We must reject the dregs of Confucianism, that is, the fantasy that tyrants can ever be persuaded to practice benevolent 

government. But the essence of Confucianism, which we do want to retain, is the concept that people are born with equal rights We want a rule of law, but we want the kind of rule of law which is conducive to the realization of equal rights. The people must attentively watch the progress of lawmaking and be sure that the laws being adopted are the kind of laws designed to 

protect equal rights." [Seymour] 

... 

Wei was the only activist of the democracy movement, so far as I am aware, who made a - sustained political challenge to the Communist Party of China," wrote Roger Garside, a British ~ diplomat who was stationed in China from 1976 to 1979. "He was perhaps the only activist with ~ an international reputation who could accurately be described as a dissident, a label that has been ~ too readily applied to people who unlike Wei did not challenge the right claimed by the ~ Communist Party to lead the nation. He saw himself as a democratic socialist and, like many in ~ that tradition, perceived a great gulf separating democratic socialists from those who join and lead ~ Communist Parties."[Garside]

Childhood: An Unlikely Dissident 

In many ways, Wei Jingsheng made an unlikely dissident. He was a revolution baby born a year after the founding of the People's Republic of China in 1950, a time of great optimism and promise that life might become secure after years of war and chaos. The first child of a couple who were both Party members and had "joined the revolution" during the CCP's struggle for power, Wei was born in the capital and grew up at the center of power. His parents knew many of the top Party leaders. His father held a high-ranking, if invisible, job in the Foreign Ministry, while his mother served as a CCP cadre in a small shoe and hat factory. The family lived in compound in the center of the city on Zhengyi Road, along with many of the families of the nation's leadership. Wei's father tutored Mao Zedong's eldest son, Mao Anying, in written Chinese when the latter returned from years of study in the Soviet Union. Wei even remembered sitting on the lap of Mao Zedong's wife, Jiang Qing, as a small child. 

Force to read MaoZedong's writings before he could get his evening meal, Wei Jingsheng grew up to be a committed communist. "Until my illusions were later shattered by the reality I witnessed, I was a 

fanatic Maoist," said Wei in an autobiographical account written in the late 1970s, selections of . which were published abroad after his arrest and trial. In the Beijing of the 1960s, Wei lived in ? privilege, attending elite schools with the sons and daughters of the leadership. From the age of 

seven to 12, he went to the Yuhong Primary School, where his classmates were mainly other children of high-ranking cadres. He moved for a year to another primary school before passing the entrance exam for the prestigious junior middle school attached to People's University - the  main training university for officials - which he entered at the age of 13. He graduated from this school just as the Cultural Revolution broke out in 1966. As a teenager, Wei loved to read novels, and became interested in philosophy. But even then he also had a rebellious streak. "Our class was quite notorious for the boisterous debates we carried on every evening after school. We would debate standing on the desks, gesturing with pointers and pencil boxes as we shouted at one another. No teacher dared stop us; to do so was to invite insult. Sometimes we had interminable debates on strange, even absurd, topics, neither side yielding until every argument was exhausted."[The New York Times Magazine] But the group was not simply exploring heterodoxy. According to Wei, they also read virtually every important work in the communist canon of Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin and Mao. Since they did not like the novels he preferred, Wei's parents encouraged such reading. His mother encouraged all her children to develop more than a theoretical understanding of communist ideals; she imbued them with a sense of empathy and compassion and taught Wei the traditional virtue of service to society. "1 once overheard an argument between my parents," Wei wrote. "My mother argued that we should be taught to feel the difference between love and hate, and that only when we could side emotionally with the people could we truly grasp the thought of Marx, Lenin and Mao Zedong. If a young person did not understand how people suffered, she said, then he would not try to understand the cause of their suffering and the need for revolution. This sort of education in emotion by my mother was decisively to affect my thinking later." It was precisely this identification with the suffering of others that made Wei feel the need to speak out against the regime's abuses in the late 1970s. 

Cultural Revolution: "To Rebel is Justified" 

The real roots of  Wei's skepticism about Chinese socialism lay in the Cultural Revolution. 

Despite the intellectual ferment among his group of middle school classmates, Wei had not questioned the promises of Chinese socialism. His doubts came only after Mao Zedong, in a last attempt to reassert power, turned the country upside down by enlisting young people like Wei in a battle against his opponents in the CCP and the government, which he claimed were infested with bureaucratism and capitalism. "At the outset of the Cultural Revolution in 1966," W ei wrote, "I was 16 and about to graduate from junior middle school. The Cultural Revolution disrupted everything, including my formal schooling. I still feel, however, that whatever our generation lost through aborted education was compensated for by the mental awakening that ensued from the cultural revolutionary turmoil." [The New York Times Magazine] 

Like many in his generation, Wei joined the Cultural Revolution out of devotion to Mao Zedong but ended up becoming skeptical about everything, including the Chairman himself. This transformation was partly a result of the iconoclasm inherent in the Cultural Revolution itself, which adopted the slogan, "to rebel is justified." Such ideas merged with what he saw and who he met, in extensive travels around the country, and caused Wei to reexamine all his beliefs. 

In Mao's "Red Guards," Wei and many of his classmates became teenage revolutionaries dedicated to transforming society through class struggle. "The Red Guard groups were fanatically Maoist but also, and most significantly, dissatisfied with reality, with the inequalities in society. It was this feeling of disaffection that inclined us toward rebellion and martyrdom. Thus, when Mao Zedong spoke of continuing class struggle under socialism and of class enemies concealed in the leadership, we immediately set forth to drag out these bad elements. We had a strong will to fight and formed a powerful force that was hard to defeat." 

Traveling around the countryto spread the culture Revolution in what were called "revolutionary link-ups," Wei was shocked by what he saw. "When our train stopped at a station in the Gansu Corridor, a woman with a dirty face and long, loose hair came forward in a group of beggars," Wei wrote. "She stood begging below the window of my compartment, together with several teenagers. I leaned out of the window to hold out a few buns, but instantly fell back, because I saw something I could never have imagined: the woman with long, loose hair was a girl of 18 and her body was naked. What I had thought were clothes were coal dust and mud that covered her body The naked girl stood on tiptoe and stretched her arms up towards me, her eyes imploring me I couldn't understand her dialect but I knew she still wanted food. Perhaps she had lost out in the scramble for what I had tossed down the fIrst time. I gave my last buns to her I was relieved when the train pulled out of the station. But the sight of the girl haunted me constantly for the next two days, making me search for the causes of her suffering." [Garside] 

As well as widespread poverty, Wei also saw many people he respected fall victim to brutal purges. When Wei met a journalist in the far western province of Xinjiang who had been exiled there as a "rightist" in the 1950s, he was suspicious at first of her scathing views of the Party leadership until she showed him people whose standard of living had changed little since the 

1949 "Liberation." "Why should good people always be struck down and bad people rise higher and higher?" Wei began to ask. He and his friends set out to find their own answers to these questions. "I was waking from a dream, but I was waking in darkness," Wei wrote of the impact of this period on his thinking. [Garside] 

Returning to Beijing, Wei became a member of the "United Action Committee," (UAC) 

one of the more radical and sometimes violent Red Guard groups formed in late 1966 by a group . of children of high-ranking CCP cadres. the group raided political police archives and battled ~ with Red Guards sponsored by Mao's wife, Jiang Qing. After UAC was banned in early 1967, 

Wei was detained for three or four months. Following his release on April 22, Wei and other 

members of the banned group continued to conduct "propaganda" through music and theatricals, ~ by joining with a choir and orchestra. "We gave concerts, ran a theatrical troupe, began making k films and put out a magazine called Get Ready," he said. "This kept me occupied and gave me experience in administration and leadership. But there were things I didn't like about the group, and they were typical of that time. Most of the funds for the group came from cash and goods, worth $120,000 U.S., stolen from a warehouse The main political activity of the group was voicing grievance on behalf of veteran cadres, to whom many of the members were related. I was dissatisfied that nothing was done for the common people." [Garside] 

The choir was soon dissolved, Wei wrote, as "organizations supporting Jiang Qing began 

to take action against members of our group." In 1968 as Mao turned against the Red Guards for ~ creating "chaos" and ordered many of the leaders arrested, Wei became increasingly disillusioned. ~ Believing he too might be detained, Wei fled to his family's ancestral village in Anhui Province in  central China. He spent a year living there, hearing shocking stories of the devastation caused by  the famine of the late 1950s and early 1960s which followed Mao Zedong's disastrous Great Leap  Forward. He saw whole villages of abandoned houses, their roofs caved in and their walls buckling, which belonged to inhabitants who had all starved to death. He heard of villagers driven to eating the flesh of children. He also began to study Marx and Engels more closely. Considering , them "more scientific" than Lenin or Stalin, he concluded that the kind of "class struggle" Mao had been inciting had nothing to do with the Marxist concept of class. "As I watched Mao Zedong whip up class struggle in the countryside, during my year in Anhui and later when I joined the army, I began to understand," Wei wrote. "[Mao] put people into imaginary interest groups, and set them to struggle against each other so that they lost touch with reality and could no longer see where their true interests lay." [Garside] 

In 1969, through family connections, Wei joined the army. This was the only alternative to being "sent down" to the countryside as "educated youth," as many young people were after the Red Guards were disbanded. Most were then unable to return home to the city. Wei left the army in 1973 and went home to Beijing to work as an electrician at the Beijing Zoo. 

In the late 1960s, Wei met Ping Ni, a young Tibetan woman who stimulated in him an interest in Tibet and provided further revelations about the experience of those who had the misfortune of becoming enemies of the regime. Ping Ni's family was famous in Beijing because her father, Phuntsog Wangyal, was initially one of the regime's highest-ranking Tibetan officials. He had, however, been arrested as a "spy" in 1961, because of his relations with the Indian and Soviet Communist Parties prior to 1949. When Ping Ni's mother, also Tibetan and a noted beauty, was also arrested in 1968 during the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, she slit her wrists. Her husband was still in Qincheng Prison, where he stayed for close to 15 years. He was to provide much of the information for Wei's investigative report on that notorious prison (excerpts are reproduced in the selections from Wei's writings). Sometime in the early 1970s, Wei and Ping Ni began to "speak of love," as the Chinese say. By this time, Ping Ni was understandably bitter about the regime. Around the same time, Wei began to study Tibetan history and culture, and when graduate programs restarted in 1977, Wei immediately applied to read Tibetan history and sat for the entrance examination. Failing to win a place, he was forced to continue working at his uninspiring job at the Beijing Zoo. 

Wei's family had not been immune from the savagery of the Cultural Revolution either. As a ranking cadre in the CCP, Wei's mother was harassed repeatedly during the Cultural Revolution. Like so many people who had been labeled "class enemies," when she was diagnosed with cancer she was prevented from receiving proper treatment and died quickly, passing away on October 22,1976. 

"We have come a long way since the Cultural Revolution started," Wei wrote in his 

autobiography. "In the beginning, people rose up in anger to defend the man who was the author of their suffering. They opposed the slave system but worshipped its creator. They demanded democratic rights but despised democratic systems. They even tried to use a dictator's thought to win democratic rights. However, during the ten years of the Cultural Revolution great changes took place in their understanding. Many of those who in 1966 had stood in Tiananmen like idiots, with tears in their eyes, before that man who stripped them of their freedom, returned courageously in 1976 to oppose him in that same place." [Garside] Wei went to the square to read the poems which had been put up to commemorate Zhou Enlai during the April Fifth Movement of 1976. But he had no urge to contribute, he told Marie Holzman. He remembers not being particularly moved by Zhou Enlai's death. He did not begin to articulate his political opinions until the Democracy Wall movement started in 1978. 

Daring to Voice the Unspoken 

In the spectrum of opinions presented on Democracy Wall, Wei Jingsheng's was a distinctive voice. His writing in the original Chinese is pungent and direct, full of the irony and sharpness characteristic of the political humor in which people privately engage. Wei Jingsheng had had enough of prevarication, enough of falsehoods and muddy half-truths and he began voicing sentiments that most Chinese people had not yet allowed themselves consciously even to think. He rejected the mythology of the wise "great leader" and the "great, glorious and correct Communist Party" and instead sought to tell the truth about everything without flinching. As well as democracy and human rights, Wei wrote about political prisoners, juvenile delinquency and the roots of his own disillusionment in his Cultural Revolution experiences during this period. The statement of purpose of Exploration, the unofficial journal Wei founded in January 1979 with a group of like-minded activists who had contacted him through the telephone number he had appended to The Fifth Modernization, read, "Our explorations shall be based on realities in Chinese and world history. In other words, we do not recognize the absolute correctness of any theory from any person. All theories, including current theories and those which may soon ~ emerge, shall be the themes of our discussions as well as tools for analysis." [Garside] Written by Wei, this statement appeared on Democracy Wall on January 9,1979. 

Exploration's publication statement described the magazine's guiding principles as " "freedom of speech, publication and association as provided by the Constitution." It stated that "only when the great majority of the powerless and suffering people speak out will it be possible  to establish the reasons for [China's] backwardness, as well as the means to overcome it." The journal, Wei wrote, would discuss social problems "without any restrictions."  The establishment of formal protest groups and journals of political criticism became a : trend in late December 1978 and early January 1979. Since it was too cold to stand for long at the 0# Wall reading posters, more people could be reached through the printed word and visitors from outside Beijing could take copies home, while activists could venture outside the city to distribute I their work, informal publications became the most popular mode of disseminating ideas. Wei went on one such trip to Tianjin to sell copies of Exploration. But, according to Marie Holzman, he was not so interested in developing an organization around his journal. Since his opinions were radical for the times, the combination of the risk involved in such organizing and the difficulty of finding people who shared his views made him disposed to keep the Exploration group small. 

Holzman said Wei also wanted to focus his attention on producing the journal, not on the intragroup discussions and arguments which increasingly absorbed much of the energy of other activists. Besides himself, the initial group was composed of Yang Guang, Lu Lin and Liu Jingsheng. 

Producing Exploration took an enormous amount of work. A lot of the production was done at the home of Ping Ni. Quite apart from researching and writing the articles, finding, let alone buying, such things as paper, printing ink, or the wax sheets on which the characters were written and the mimeograph machines on which most Democracy Wall publications were produced was no easy task in the China of the late 1970s. Workers' salaries barely covered basic I necessities of life, and articles like typewriters and mimeograph machines could only be purchased or used with permission. The 50 yuan Wei Jingsheng's girlfriend, Ping Ni, had saved or up for a much-needed blanket was spent on materials for the journal, and Wei sold his bicycle and  his watch, as well as other personal possessions, to cover the costs of Exploration. When Wei went to meet the foreign journalists Marie Holzman introduced him to, he asked them to buy Exploration at the relatively high price of 20 yuan, two hundred times the price Chinese subscribers were asked to pay, but for them still only the price of a taxi ride in Beijing. The difference in price, he explained, was because he had no other sources of funds while the foreigners could afford to pay more. Holzman said the only person in the small Beijing press corps who objected to this was Ian Mackenzie, a Reuters correspondent who was eventually responsible for providing the authorities with substantiation for one of the principal charges finally leveled against Wei. Like a number of the Democracy Wall activists, Wei soon developed many friendships among the foreign residents of Beijing, particularly in the overseas press corps. His willingness to associate with foreigners was, needless to say, regarded with deep suspicion by government authorities, who during the xenophobic Cultural Revolution viewed any friendship with a foreigner as grounds for a Chinese citizen to be pilloried as a spy. Wei eagerly inquired about the outside world and the tactics of Soviet dissidents. "He immediately saw the usefulness of getting to know foreigners, especially journalists," Holzman remembered. "Whatever you did on the Democracy Wall, it wouldn't go very far, people saw it and that was that, whereas if you got things printed in the foreign press, then it would go round the world and come back to China." 

It is worth remembering that the official Chinese equivalent of Khrushchev's secret speech, the first official criticism of Mao Zedong, came only in 1981 with a Resolution on Party History. Even then, it still found Mao's policies 70 percent correct and only 30 percent erroneous. Despite the arrest of the Gang of Four and the repudiation of the brutality and extremism of the Cultural Revolution, moves towards greater openness were still hesitant and slow, and much criticism remained off-limits. At the time the first posters appeared on Democracy Wall, public criticism of Mao was still oblique, and none of the activities centering around Democracy Wall were reported in the domestic Chinese media. In April 1979, the ability of activists, like Wei, to meet with foreigners ended, when four foreign journalists who had reported extensively on the movement were labeled "international spies" by the Beijing Public Security Bureau. 

As Wei's articles had argued, the authorities still would not accept the notion of a loyal opposition. Although Deng Xiaoping had used Democracy Wall for his own purposes in the power struggle with the "Whateverists", he had no intention of legalizing such uncontrolled expression. The first clear sign of this came with the arrest in Beijing of Fu Yuehua, 32, on January 18. Fu had helped organize the ragtag "petitioners" from all over the country who had descended on Beijing after hearing of a change in the political climate seeking resolution of wrongs they had suffered at the hands of local officials. Fu herself had suffered a nervous breakdown after her charge that she was raped by the Party Secretary at her work unit was ignored. On the anniversary ofZhou Enlai's death, January 8, 1979, she had ended up leading a remarkable march through Beijing mostly composed of thousands of "sent down youth" who were protesting the fact that they could not return to their homes in the cities after being sent to work in the countryside during the Cultural Revolution. They carried banners saying, "We don't want hunger" and "We want human rights and democracy." Fu was taken from her home in Beijing on January 18, but her detention for "Shelter and Investigation" (a form of "administrative detention" not requiring any criminal charge that is frequently used to detain dissidents) was not officially confirmed until early February. 

When her detention became known, Wei prepared a list of questions, and armed with a tape-recorder borrowed from Marie Holzman, went to various local police stations in the city to inquire about Fu's case. "He had the knack to know what had to be done at the time," said Holzman. But such an investigation by a private citizen was an unprecedented action in 1979. The transcript of the interviews, which was published in Exploration, shows Public Security Bureau officials so completely baffled by the audacity of their interrogator, that they did not even think to refuse to answer. Short excerpts from Wei's resulting article, "Is Fu's Detention Legal?" reveal the fearless persistence that characterized Wei's inquiry. "The masses have been told: 'It is not necessary for you to understand the reasons for the detention.' The Xuanwu [District] Police Bureau has said that a so-called 'internal procedure' had been followed [in the Fu case]... Since this procedure is so internal that even a head of a police substation does not know anything about it, what then is the essential difference between applying this procedure to arrest people and wantonly arresting people? Does it mean that one may wantonly arrest people by following an 'internal procedure'? Is this a normal legal procedure? A responsible person by the name of Zhang of the Xuanwu police precinct office announced that Fu Yuehua had committed the crime of disrupting public order. He declined to give an explanation..." 

Wei concluded: "Thus we believe the unreasonable arrest ofFu Yuehua carried out by the Xuanwu Police Bureau is a deliberate disruption of the legal system. Higher level judicial organs should attach importance to this serious disruption of the legal system We demand that the Beijing Municipal Court and Procurator ate deal with this case, immediately release Fu Yuehua... and take action against those criminal elements in this incident." [Seymour] 

Dissidence: Fraught with Danger 

From the very beginning, the police maintained close surveillance over the Democracy Wall activists, and Wei was aware that he could be jeopardizing his life by posting The Fifth Modernization. "It was the common practice," said Marie Holzman, "for poster-writers to stick their work on the Wall late at night, but the police were watching even then." 

After his 1993 release, Wei told the Hong Kong paper, Ming Pao, that he had thought at the time of the great risks he was taking by participating in Democracy Wall. Both Wei's father and Ping Ni's had access to the high-level documents in which the movement was severely criticized. High-ranking officials sympathetic to the Democracy Wall activists had shared this information with them. As early as late November 1978, Deng Xiaoping had warned in a speech issued as an internal "Central Document" circulated only to high level officials that criticizing Mao or his successor Hua Guofeng by name was going too far. "The masses have their doubts on 

some questions - some utterances are not in the interests of stability and unity," he reportedly said. [Garside] Such reminders of the potential risks of involvement in the democracy movement continued throughout the months Wei participated, but did not deter him. In January, the Beijing Municipal Party Committee's negative assessment of the movement was conveyed to the people of the city. One of the principal criticisms was that activists had colluded with foreigners. "Some foreigners have used money to buy big-character posters," the Party Committee charged. "Some Chinese have asked foreigners for mimeographs, some Chinese have dined in restaurants at the invitation of foreigners, and all this has impaired the state system." [Garside] 

Wei Jingsheng impudently asked whether Deng Xiaoping's dining with the Japanese 

emperor hadn't also impaired the state system. The poster Exploration put up in response to the . Beijing Party Committee said, "The foreign diplomats and journalists from democratic countries 

show by their concern and support for our democratic movement that they are not letting down 

their own people. They are promoting relations between countries Their inviting Chinese for ; conversation and meals shows they respect the Chinese people." [Garside] 

As barely veiled threats proliferated in the official press later that winter, Democracy Wall journals, including Exploration, argued that their activities represented legitimate exercise of free ; speech in accordance with Article 35 of China's Constitution. They would seek to advocate on ~' behalf of those who were imprisoned for exercising their freedom of expression, the journals  insisted in a January joint statement. A February 12, 1979, People's Daily commentary warned, "We should impose legal sanctions on some individuals who have ulterior motives in deliberately "creating trouble." Exploration responded with an unsigned piece by Wei entitled "Responsibility for the Trouble," which countered that such "labeling" of people was reminiscent of the tactics of the Gang of Four. "If 'socialist order' is only intended to insure the power of a small number to suppress the people and ignore their demands rather than insure their democratic rights, then there is no point in the people upholding this kind of' order,' because upholding it means upholding -the people's enemy." In one of the first human rights investigations ever conducted in the People's Republic of China, Wei Jingsheng explored how the regime had treated the "enemies" it had unearthed in its ranks in an expose of China's principal prison for high-ranking political prisoners, Qincheng. (Excerpts are reprinted below.) As recently as 1993, Chinese officials have been heard to deny that this jail even existed. As mentioned above, much of the material for Wei's essay, "A Twentieth Century Bastille" (which was published in Exploration) came from the father of Wei's girlfriend, Ping Ni, who had just been released from the maximum security facility. Holzman says Wei completed the research and writing of this path-breaking piece of investigative journalism in one week. 

Wei describes the location of the prison, its physical appearance, as well as the sign some distance before the gate which read (in several languages), "Foreigners Not Admitted." The prison did not appear on maps and even many local people had no idea what kind of place it was. Wei gives a detailed account of the daily regimen within, the poor food, various kinds of torture and the use of psychiatric drugs to control uncooperative prisoners. Stories of the incarceration there of various high-ranking CCP officials are also recounted, including Wang Guangmei, wife of former State Chairman Liu Shaoqi; Peng Zhen, the former Beijing Mayor; and Bo Yibo, one-time State Planning Committee Chairman. "It is quite natural for dictators to resort to barbaric measures to govern a country," Wei concluded. "Dictatorship cannot survive unless it has strong methods to suppress the people. Not only must the masses be repressed; the instruments of repression must also be aimed at any opposition in the inner circle. Even towards comrades who once fought at their side, dictators show not a bit of mercy." Such "dictators" clearly included Mao Zedong, but Wei Jingsheng did not exclude Deng Xiaoping from their ranks. 

Returning from a triumphal trip to the United States where he had been embraced by human rights champion President Jimmy Carter, Deng was determined to suppress the Democracy Wall movement. On March 16, in a secret speech to senior government officials which quickly became known throughout Beijing, Deng reportedly endorsed a limited crackdown. Three days later, regulations to restrict the movement were issued in the city. "Slogans, posters, books, magazines, photographs, and other materials which oppose socialism, the dictatorship of the proletariat, the leadership of the Communist Party, Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought are formally prohibited." [Garside] Wei .Jingsheng argued with other activists, including Liu Qing, an editor of April Fifth Forum and the convener of the liaison group the various Democracy Wall publications had set up, over his analysis of the turn events were taking. "At a March meeting of the Democracy Wall Liaison Conference," Liu Qing wrote, "Wei Jingsheng said that Deng Xiaoping had called for the suppression of us and our magazines, and he called on all of us to expose Deng's plot before he had the chance to carry it out. As I had no evidence that such a plan existed, I opposed his suggestion in the belief that the survival of the Democracy Wall should come above all else. But Wei Jingsheng insisted that the Exploration group should still act even on its own. Two days later Wei's article criticizing Deng by name- 'Do We Want Democracy or New Autocracy?'-was pasted on Democracy Wall." [Liu Qing] Although Wei did not put his name to the piece, this article (reprinted in full below) is ~. widely thought to have been the principal reason for Wei Jingsheng's arrest, which came on ,. March 29, four days after the piece had appeared in a special edition of Exploration. "Is Deng ~ Xiaoping worthy of the people's trust?" Wei asked. "We hold that the people should not give any 

political leader unconditional trust. If he implements policies that benefit the people and if he ;, leads them to peace and prosperity, we will trust him If he implements policies that are .. detrimental to the people, and if he follows a dictatorial road and acts contrary to the interests of r~ the people, the people should oppose him." The people must be vigilant, Wei warned, lest Deng 

become a dictator like Mao before him. "Does Deng Xiaoping want democracy? No, he does not. . ... He says that the spontaneous struggle for democratic rights is just an excuse to make trouble, 

that it destroys the normal order and must be suppressed," Wei continued. "We believe that normal order does not mean everyone marching in lock-step. Especially in politics, only if different kinds of ideas exist can the situation be called normal." [Seymour] 

In criticizing Deng Xiaoping by name, Wei crossed a crucial boundary. Besides , committing the cardinal sin of lese majeste, Wei's criticism questioned the Party's fundamental . commitment to true reform. As he clearly saw, the Party's new line of ending Mao's focus on ~ ceaseless class struggle and of instituting more pragmatic economic policies did not necessarily  mean real political change. Deng Xiaoping was attempting to save the CCP, not to transform it. It  would take another ten years before a substantial group of top intellectuals, including most of the . luminaries of the current Chinese democracy movement in exile, would come to this same  conclusion. It is interesting to note that during this period, many foreign journalists continued to " insist on painting Deng as a secret champion of liberalism, even many years after his suppression of the Democracy Wall movement and his arrest of Wei Jingsheg However, by 1989, Wei's words were echoing strongly in the consciousness of , intellectuals, who had by then despaired of the Party's promises for meaningful political reform. 

ICC Thus, when in January 1989, Fang Lizhi, then China's most outspoken advocate  of democratization, wrote an open letter calling on Deng Xiaoping to mark the fortieth anniversary of the PRC's founding by releasing Wei and other political prisoners (Wei was the only one mentioned by name), he set off a chain reaction of similar letters and petitions. More than 110  prominent intellectuals in China eventually lent their names, as did a much greater number of Chinese people living overseas. This set off a stream of denunciations of Wei in the official Party controlled press. Wei had become, not only a new symbol of the Chinese democracy movement, 

but a living proof of the Party's broken promises. On Trial as an Enemy of the People 

"The week before Wei Jingsheng was arrested," wrote his friend Liu Qing, "he was like a 

wild animal who hears the hunters moving in, seeing shadows of danger in every comer. Yet he 

was very calm, and had a smile of hope for the future on his face. He came to see me often to talk about what we would do if he was arrested. The last time he came, we talked until very late and as  I walked him to the night bus, we found ourselves between two vehicles, one in front and one : behind, moving at our walking pace. As he got on the bus, Wei Jingsheng said, laughing, 'So, do 

you think I've been imagining things now?'" 

It was as if he knew his arrest was inevitable, but yet he still could not quite believe that the authorities would take this step. Liu Qing recalls that Wei thought he would be treated leniently if arrested. With Holzman, however, Wei went so far as to discuss the possibility that if  he was tried, he could be executed. He told her, "I am ready to make the sacrifice." This was no idle remark, since at the time when he was arrested, executions of political prisoners were still quite common. Yet he was adamant that his fellow Exploration editors allow him to take full responsibility for their activities, and should even testify against him if this would bring them lighter punishment. In the end, his colleagues Liu Jingsheng and Yang Guang testified against Wei at his trial. Others, not knowing of this pact accused them of having betrayed him. 

On March 29 in the middle of the night, twenty or so police officers arrived at Wei's home 

and took him away. This began a sweep of arrests which netted most of the movement's most outspoken activists. Ren Wanding, a founder of the China Human Rights League, was arrested a few days after Wei. On April 1, new regulations were published which said posters could only be put up in designated places and posters, journals and demonstrations which went against the Four Basic Principles were henceforth banned. (The Four Basic Principles stipulated support for the socialist road, the leadership of the CCP, Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, and the dictatorship of the proletariat, and were later enshrined in the 1982 Constitution, which also removed rights contained in previous Chinese constitutions, including the right to strike and to put up "big-character posters.") Even the two most moderate publications, Beijing Spring and Masses Reference News, which had consistently supported Deng Xiaoping, were forced to close. 

"One of Wei's friends raced to my house a few months after the arrest to tell me that Wei Jingsheng had requested that I act as his defense lawyer," Liu Qing wrote. "At that time, the Criminal Code had not yet come into force. When I requested that a court official inform us of the charges against Wei and the regulations under which he was to be tried, I was told angrily that such a request was 'an insult to the Chinese legal system.' In any event, we were not even told when Wei's trial was to begin." 

In the end, when he went on trial on October 16, 1979, on charges of divulging military secrets to a foreigner and of conducting "counterrevolutionary propaganda and incitement" aimed at overthrowing the socialist system, Wei conducted his own defense. The prosecution called him "a lackey of Vietnam" for allegedly passing information about China's "defensive counterattack" to a foreign journalist. "Rule by socialist law is the embodiment of the will of the proletariat and the numerous laboring people. For this reason each citizen's freedom of speech must adhere to the Four Basic Principles," the prosecution argued. "There exists no freedom to violate them but 

only the freedom to uphold them If we allow freedom for such a tiny minority as [Wei Jingsheng's] to spread unchecked as it pleases, the larger number of the population run the risk of losing their own freedoms Not only do we refuse to recognize those freedoms which the accused desires, we will even suppress them with the utmost vigor." [SPEARHead] The charge that Wei had passed military secrets to a foreigner was based on a conversation he had on February 20 with Ian Mackenzie, then Reuters correspondent in Beijing. Mackenzie's interpreter, a Chinese-American called Kuo Li, had made a tape of the conversation in which Wei told Mackenzie about China's first moves in the upcoming war against Vietnam, including which generals would be leading the Chinese offensive, how many troops were being mobilized for the attack, and casualty figures during the first days of combat. Acording to Liu Qing, this information had already been circulating widely in Beijing, and was known by most of the Democracy Wall activists. Furthermore, several sources report that Mackenzie actually checked with the Chinese Foreign Ministry before publishing the information Wei Jingsheng had given him to ask if it had any objections. Tellingly, Mackenzie was not expelled or criticized for the reports he filed. Under great pressure, Kuo Li finally handed over the tape of Wei's conversation to the authorities. The tape was a crucial piece of evidence at Wei's trial and has been cited whenever government authorities have sought to defend his imprisonment. After ~ ; intellectuals in China began calling for Wei's release in the spring of 1989, portions of the ~ transcript were even published in Chinese newspapers. 

On October 16, Wei appeared in the court wearing prison uniform and with his head shaved. Since verdicts in such cases are always decided in advance, the accused is normally presumed guilty before the trial has even begun. Wei was defiant, and refuted the charges against him point by point in a ringing defense of his ideas and actions. On the first charge of leaking confidential military information, under questioning from the judge Wei said that he had heard the information he had given Mackenzie from many different individuals. His actions could not be considered criminal, he said, conceding that "from the point of view of traditional customs in our  country it wasn't really proper to discuss such matters, not at that particular time, at least." "Since it is the duty of all citizens to keep national secrets [according to the Constitution], this presupposes that the citizens know in the first place what the secrets are that they are supposed to keep. That is to say, secrets must be recognizable from the outset as a piece of classified information," Wei argued in his defense statement. "Never once in the period that followed the outbreak of the Sino-Vietnamese War did I come into contact with anything whatsoever marked 3 as a classified secret: Thus, there is no question of furnishing anyone with anything that can be I described as secret In the terms of the legal definition Once the Sino-Vietnamese War broke out, it became a major issue of common concern to both the people of our own nation and those in foreign countries. Thus, inevitably, I couldn't help discussing this aspect of the national situation ~ in my talks with foreign journalists and diplomats during this period." [SPEARHead]

Wel began by arguing that all his writings were revolutionary in the original sense of the word. "The term 'revolutionary' entails following a course of action whereby one moves with the current of 

historical development, and strives to remove all that is old and conservative which blocks and 

impedes the flow of history," declared Wei. "Revolution is the struggle of new phenomena against old. to attach the label of 'perpetual revolution' to the will and ambition of those currently in power is tantamount to stifling all other diversity of thought." Then he proceeded by asserting that criticism was vital if China's polity was to develop. "Criticism may not be beautiful or pleasant to hear, nor can it always be completely accurate," he continued. "If one insists on criticism being pleasant to hear and demands its absolute accuracy on pain of punishment, this is as good as forbidding criticism and banning reforms altogether."[SPEARHead] 

Wei found in the prosecution's charges the very essence of the attitudes that he believed 

had enslaved China under the Gang of Four. "Those who forbid the critical treatment of Marxism 

are engaged in the very process of transforming Marxism into a religious faith itself," he said, 

pointing out that a truly Marxist approach required critical thinking. "Any man has the right to believe and adhere to the theories he holds to be correct, but he should not use legally-binding stipulations to impose on others the theories in which he has faith, since this interferes with the liberties of his fellow men." [SPEARHead] 

Finally, Wei claimed that all his activities had been a legitimate exercise of his constitutional right to

freedom of expression. He believed, he said, in a democratic socialism not  the "Soviet.-style of dictatorial socialism." However, he insisted that this theoretical , . disagreement dId not mean that he had Intended to overthrow the government, the Party, or .. socialism. "In the cause of our magazine Exploration, we never once joined with any conspiratorial organization nor did we ever take part in the activities of any violent organization, “he said. "Exploration was on sale to the public as a publication designed to explore and probe theoretical problems When people ask us if we were ever prepared to participate in armed struggle, or carry out actions aimed at the overthrow of the government, I have already given a precise answer to such a question. I recognize legitimate propaganda and the democratic movement as the indispensable means to foster democratic government. Only when this has been understood by the majority will democratic government gradually come into being." [SPEARHead] 

Since he had refused to plead guilty, the prosecution had called for a "severe" sentence for Wei. There was never any chance, of course, that he would not be convicted as charged. According to Garside, two and a half hours before the trial ended, Xinhua News Agency had already issued a report calling Wei a "counterrevolutionary." "When the members of the hand- picked audience at the 'public trial' came out for their lunch break on the second day of the proceedings," wrote Liu Qing, who was waiting outside the court house along with a number of other Democracy Wall activists, "they were relaxed and smiling. A journalist friend who had a pass - and gave us the tapes from which the transcript of the trial was made - said Wei Jingsheng had made a rousing speech in his own defense. After five o'clock, when they came out again, the mood was completely different. People looked depressed and there was a heavy, dead silence. All refused to answer our questions about the outcome of the trial. Then a shout came from somewhere the sentence was 15 years. We were in shock - no one imagined that the sentence would be so heavy." 

The shock was felt not only in Beijing; protests against the sentence were heard around the 

world. Andrei Sakharov appealed for Wei in a telegram addressed "with deep respect" to Premier Hua Guofeng: "I ask you to use your influence to review the sentence of Wei Jingsheng, who was sentenced to 15 years' imprisonment for an open statement in support of the principles of democracy," Sakharov wrote. "Such an act of justice would assist the authority of the PRC and international trust." Democracy Wall activists spoke out vigorously against the sentence. A poster penned by" An Upright Person" pointed out that Marx had written volumes condemning capitalism, yet had failed to topple it, while Wei's oeuvre was minuscule in comparison. "Are the new articles by Wei really more powerful than the works of Marx?" the writer asked. According to evidence presented at Wei's trial, a total of 2,900 copies of Exploration had been sold. And within days, Wei's fellow activists were circulating transcripts of his trial in the capital. April Fifth Forum even had the temerity to publish it in full, which led to the arrest of several people, including Wei's friend Liu Qing. 

The Chinese press generally applauded the verdict, and many older dissidents who were 

just being rehabilitated as Wei was arrested did not utter so much as a word of protest. Several now express regret about their silence. Former People 's Daily journalist Liu Binyan, now a prominent figure in the dissident movement, has said that at the time he thought Wei's views were too extreme, and so did not feel sympathetic to his plight. One of the few exceptions was Guo Luoji, a philosophy professor at Beijing University who wrote an article which appeared in People's Daily just after Wei was sentenced. The piece, which was entitled "We Should be Able to Discuss Political Questions," did not mention Wei by name, but the object of his criticism was so clear that within a year, Guo had been sent out of Beijing in disgrace. Several sources claim that Wei's arrest, sentence and conditions of imprisonment were decided personally by Deng Xiaoping. Indeed, in early 1987, when advocating a forceful suppression of the student demonstrations which had begun in late 1986, Deng is reported to have said: "We put Wei Jingsheng behind bars, didn't we? Did that damage China's reputation? We ~ haven't released him, but China's image has not been tarnished; in fact our reputation improves 

day by day." 

A Prisoner of the State 

 "My freedom is your victory," Wei told Marie Holzman soon after his 1993 release. On one point he was emphatic - that without the international pressure  which had been brought to bear on his behalf, he would have been killed in prison. He is convinced that the prison regimen at the beginning of his incarceration was expressly designed to weaken him in the hopes that he would collapse and die. While his fourteen-and-a-half years of incarceration certainly succeeded in weakening him physically, it did not weaken him mentally. "The loneliness, the impression that no one was concerned about me any more weighed on me terribly," he told Holzman. Even beatings, he acknowledged, were sometimes preferable to the crushing solitude. 

From his arrest until 1981, Wei was held in the notorious K-Block of Banbuqiao Detention Center, a section which was supposed to house only prisoners who had not yet been sentenced and 

those who had been condemned to death. In his solitary confinement cell, he maintained his health by practicing calisthenics and boxing daily and sleeping with the window open even in freezing temperatures. His guards permitted him to go outside for a few minutes every day. It was on one of these occasions in 1980 that Liu Qing saw Wei while crossing a courtyard. "As I was returning to my cell after being let out for exercise, I came face to face with Wei Jingsheng," Liu wrote in his account of his own early days in prison. "He was pale and thin, and when he saw me, there was an expression of bewilderment on his face. Two interrogators led him straight past me."[SPEARHead] 

Then, in 1981, Wei was transferred to a solitary confinement cell in Beijing No.1 Prison. : For most of 1982 and 1983, he was not allowed to leave his cell. Moreover, his food rations became increasingly meager, the main diet consisting of coarse grains and thin "vegetable soup" which was actually little more than water with a dash of soy sauce. "When I asked to buy fruit  with the money my brother and sisters sent me," Wei said, "they just laughed in my face." 

Normally, if prisoners had money they could ask the guards to purchase food for them to supplement the severely inadequate diet which is an aspect of all Chinese prisons. What is more, 

Wei believed that the flue from a heating stove in the neighboring ce)1 was intentionally directed towards his tiny window so that he could not allow fresh air into his cell. "I lived in total pollution," he said. [Holzman] During this period, Wei's health declined precipitously: he lost eight of his teeth, developed a heart condition, contracted hepatitis and became very weak. Several hunger strikes in protest brought no changes in his conditions. Wei realized the reason for the lack of a response 2 when he discovered that the guards who were charged with recording his every word and action t: were writing down that he was eating the meals brought to him. He decided that hunger strikes under such conditions were worse than pointless, and decided he must try to maintain his strength.  He was kept so incommunicado that even the guards were forbidden to speak to him. "In 1984, it was difficult for me to speak since my vocal chords had lost the habit of functioning," he later remembered. "It was hard for me to utter any words." [Holzman]  Somehow, Weisurvived this inhuman treatment, and in 1984, he was finally sent to a labor ~' camp in Qinghai Province, on a high desert plateau at Tanggemu. "They tried to find a labor camp fwhich was at an altitude of above 3,500 meters, because in general, people with heart conditions don't survive this kind of expedition," Wei said. Most such camps were in Tibet, but since the  authorities were worried about security there, Wei was sent to Tanggemu, where the altitude was only 3,000 meters. [Holzman] 

The strategy backfired: in Qinghai Weiwas able to go outside and the clear air and the company of three other prisoners transferred with him helped to restore him to relative good health. He was also able to raise rabbits in the yard outside his cell, and thus earned some extra money to supplement his meager diet. Ironically, two of Wei's three companions in the tiny wing for political prisoners were former Red Guards who had belonged to the pro-Jiang Qing faction and had been sent to prison for their actions. The third was a CCP official convicted of embezzlement. Wei believes that the three were incarcerated with him to serve as "impartial" witnesses to what the authorities hoped would be a death from "natural causes." Despite their differing political careers, Wei formed a close friendship with Kuai Dafu, one of Beijing's most notorious Red Guard leaders, during their four years together in Qinghai. 

Starting in December 1979, his family was permitted to begin sending him things in prison. From August 1981 onwards, his brother and two sisters were able to see him every two or three months, but only when notified, not on any regular schedule. Such notification had to precede all family visits during Wei's long imprisonment. During his time in Qinghai he was allowed only one visit annually until 1990 when it became biannual. Visits were occasionally suspended, the family was never given a reason for this. Wei's father, who was said to have been pressured to cut off relations with Wei, to "draw a clear line of demarcation with the enemy," did not wish to visit his son. In all his years in prison, Wei never knew of the campaigns being waged for his release in the outside world, the termination of all visits was threatened if his siblings spoke of anything but family matters during their annual reunions. Their visits were taped and filmed, Wei said. In the absence of any concrete information about Wei's condition, rumors abounded. In 1984, there were reports that he had had a nervous breakdown, was suffering from schizophrenia and had twice been admitted to a psychiatric hospital; in 1987 rumors circulated that he had died in prison. Rumors were used to demoralize other dissidents. Liu Qing remembers: "Around the time of the June 4th massacre in 1989, the prisoners and guards said to me: 'Have you heard? Wei Jingsheng is suffering a complete mental and physical breakdown.' They said Deng Xiaoping had personally ordered that Wei be sent to Beijing for treatment, since he wished to preserve Wei as a living lesson for any who would challenge him. Whether Deng ever said any such thing may never be known, but the fact that both prisoners and guards all knew Wei Jingsheng by name shows that although his fourteen years in jail may have silenced his voice, his fame actually increased." 

In the fall of 1989, Wei was again transferred, this time to a labor camp, the Nanpu New 

Life Salt Works on the Bohai Gulf near the city of Tangshan. This is one of the largest penal colonies in the PRC and the largest coastal salt works in Asia. Its production generates a great deal of revenue for the authorities. Wei, however, was not put to work. He was confined entirely to a special compound, consisting of a cell measuring two by two and a half meters with an adjoining IS-square meter yard. He was allowed no contact with fellow prisoners. . 

During his time at Nanpu, Wei protested almost constantly, demanding improvements in his conditions such as more access to reading material. He also pressed relentlessly for a reexamination and appeal of his case. He wanted to engage a lawyer to mount a legal challenge against his conviction, but this was denied. He staged a number of hunger strikes. During one, which lasted close to 100 days, he consumed only a teaspoon of sugar dissolved in water per day. His fasts achieved only limited success: Wei was given more books, magazines and newspapers (all of which had first to be vetted by the prison authorities) and the color TV he had asked for. 

Concern about the situation of political prisoners in China reached a high point after the suppression of the 1989 democracy movement, and Wei Jingsheng' s case was frequently raised by governments and human rights organizations around the world. In May 1992, the first picture of Wei seen abroad since his trial was published in a Beijing-run magazine in Hong Kong. The picture showed Wei being examined by a doctor, who was looking into his mouth, and was said to "prove" that Wei had neither been tortured nor lost his teeth. 

Between 1979 and 1981, Wei was not even permitted to have a pen. Like many other uncooperative dissidents who also refused to "admit their crimes," he was forbidden to write letters, even to his family or friends. Only letters to the "higher authorities" were permitted. Consequently, he wrote to all the top leaders of the CCP and the government, filling thousands of pages with questions on such subjects as the future of Tibet (excerpts reprinted below), the treatment of political prisoners, the development of China's economy and human rights (excerpts reprinted below), as well as numerous appeals related to his own case. 

After Wei's release in 1993, when the Chinese-language Taiwan newspaper chain, United Daily, published some of his prison letters, readers could discern the same ironic turns of phrase of Wei's earlier writings. He addressed the leaders as equals in the same familiar, somewhat disrespectful tone evident in "Do We Want Democracy or New Autocracy?" For instance, at the beginning of a letter dated September 1990 to CCP General Secretary Jiang Zemin (who was brought in after the 1989 crackdown to replace ousted Party leader Zhao Ziyang), Wei wrote: "On the TV screen you look fatter than you were in Shanghai; I guess this only indicates what your very skillful cook has achieved, rather than implying that you are having an easy time. In fact, you are not. Nominally, you are the most senior leader but you still have to echo what others say." Wei impudently went on to encourage Jiang to stand for political and economic progress and reject outdated thinking of th~ reactionaries in the Party. 

"Throughout his long years in prison, Wei never stopped thinking, analyzing, planning for the future," said Robin Munro, Hong Kong director of Human Rights Watch/Asia. "The rare glimpses of dogged resistance and perseverance by one solitary man on behalf of an ideal that these letters give, coming as they did from the depths of the Chinese gulag, are of an awe- inspiring intensity." 

Considering their author's situation, the letters show a remarkable grasp of world events. "When I was in prison, I did not know much about things happening in the outside world," Wei told United Daily on the eve of the publication of his first letter. "Sometimes I had to rely on conjectures, which were not necessarily accurate. However, from another point of view, if you speak for the sake of accuracy only, then you had better shut your mouth completely in prison. Therefore, readers can consider what is correct and just laugh at the mistakes I have made." Reading between the lines in the official press, Wei learned of the 1989 protest movement and its bloody conclusion. Following the international community's condemnation of the authorities' massacre of peaceful demonstrators, he responded to the Party's attempts to recapture the political high-ground by formulating its own defamation of human rights. 

In a March 1991 letter to Jiang Zemin and Premier Li Peng, Wei criticizes the Party's use of the Criminal Code's articles on "counterrevolutionary crimes" to imprison its opponents, as well as the petty restrictions it places on such prisoners. "Whether a political view is correct or not is an issue that must be decided by history rather than by judges Moreover, no one in this . country can be an outsider in political terms, so it is impossible to have real judicial : independence." Political prisoners, wrote Wei, are treated even worse in Chinese prisons than criminal offenders. In Wei's view, enforced political "stability," the watchword of the post-1989 leadership, only allowed pressure to build up dangerously for the future. "Only in a society where internal hate is minimized and intemal disputes are resolved in as gentle a way as possible can the greatest possible capabilities be brought into play and can people work for development and construction Only when a mild approach is adopted can there be no future trouble, can people be sincerely persuaded, and can disputes be resolved fairly and reasonably. Compelling people into submission by using force just postpones arguments and allows disputes to accumulate and will solve no problems." Wei concludes his letter, "I will observe and await your responses while carrying out a hunger strike." Although he was told by his guards that they were transmitted to the highest levels, he never received a single response to any of his letters. 

Released as a Bargaining Chip 

As the final year of Wei's sentence began, publications around the world again began reprinting excerpts from his writings, as many had done annually since his arrest. On March 29, 1993, the first G1eitsman International Activist Award was conferred on Wei and questions began to be raised about whether he would really be allowed out the following year when he had completed his IS-year term. At the beginning of 1993, a senior Ministry of Justice official replied to inquiries about Wei from human rights activist and businessman John Kamm, with the following remarks: "Frankly, his reform is going too slowly. He persists in his strong anti- government attitude. He is strongly against socialism And his attitude is not cooperative He likes to rise late and then stay up late watching TV in the adjacent room where the guards are. He always likes to argue with and tries to refute the guards." The official insisted that unless Wei's behavior changed, he would not be considered for early release. 

Just before the anniversary of Wei's arrest in March, the Chinese government released videotape of Wei, showing him apparently in good health and being taken on a trip to a museum and a department store in the city of Tangshan before eating a large meal and visiting the dentist. The tape was clearly an attempt to allay foreign criticisms about Wei's continued imprisonment and conditions. It was not shown within China, however. As it turned out, the tape was also part of an aggressive Chinese government campaign to win Beijing the 2000 Olympic Games. Then a few months later, Wei was taken on a special trip to Beijing. Clearly the authorities hoped that the bustling commerce, new highways and towering hotels of the capital would help persuade the recalcitrant Wei that he had been wrong about China's need for democracy as a "fifth modernization." But Wei was not convinced that modernization without democratization had been a success. When Kamm asked what impact the visits had had on Wei's views, the official reluctantly admitted, "None whatsoever." In January 1994, when asked again about the transformation of his city, Wei said, "Yes, Beijing is much changed at least, its appearance. But, has the basic situation changed? The country is still dominated by totalitarian power. While cadres and officials are getting rich and are benefiting from their traffic in all kinds of goods and influence, the little people still have no voice. I still stick to the same argument: without the introduction of a democratic political system, China will not be able to develop in a stable and sustainable fashion." [Holzman] 

Considering his stubbornness and unchanged attitude, Wei's early release appeared unlikely. But then, on September 14, 1993, just nine days before the International Olympic Committee was to vote on Beijing's bid for the Games, the authorities suddenly announced that Wei had been released on probation. Pictures and videotape of Wei signing release papers were released by the authorities, and the tape was even shown briefly on Chinese TV. Wei himself, 

however, continued to be held in a guest house outside Beijing, unable to return home for another week. Wei's own view on his release was characteristic. Just before the decision on Beijing's Olympic bid went to a vote, Wei Jingsheng told The New York Times that trading political prisoners for the Games was "dirty and abnormal." Wei's release seemed to boomerang on the Chinese authorities, serving only to further focus the world's attention on China's human rights record and its cynical effort to manipulate world opinion. Beijing ended up losing the privilege of hosting the Games to Sydney by a very close margin. 

Days after his release, Wei told journalists that he would continue to press for democratization and respect for human rights and would challenge the validity of his conviction through the legal process. But since he was on parole until the completion of his prison term in March 1994 (and would then be subject to three further years of deprivation of political rights), he remained under certain restrictions. He would not only be denied the right to vote and to exercise his right to free expression, but also to form any kind of organization or even do business. He insisted, however, that he had no regrets about what he had done. 

He said that he fully expected that he would be jailed again, because he felt certain that the . authorities were not prepared to tolerate him continuing to exercise his right to free expression. 

He said that he would not formally accept interviews, but would instead "have chats" with . journalists. When Public Security Bureau officials complained, he claimed that he could not I control what they did with his remarks.  Wei also ignored the authorities' injunction against speaking about his time in jail. He was ~ not particularly interested in endless examination of the past, however; he was looking towards ~ the future, worrying about the potential for conflict created by a government which he believed t had cut itself off from ordinary people. But in spite of his apparent defiance, he was actually ill with heart and kidney problems. He told Holzman that he was sure he had been given some drug I like steroids, possibly in his food, to make him put on weight prior to his release. He continued to lose teeth, making a joke of it when one fell out during a meal. Although his doctor had told him  that he could gradually make a full recovery from the heart condition (which left him tired after  walking only a short distance) if he would only spend the time to rest, Wei immediately restarted : his activism. 

Despite the exhortations of friends to take it easy for a while, just weeks after his release he sought out Ding Zilin, a People's. University professor whose 17-year-old son had died from bullet wounds when the army began Its assault on BelJmg on the night of June 3, 1989. Ding has M devoted her life to collecting the names of those killed and wounded during the military crackdown. She had also been channeling assistance received from overseas groups to the  bereaved families and the injured, as well as helping such people find ways to band together and  share their grief in the face of government harassment and discrimination. Somehow, Wei Jingsheng had heard of Ding's work while he was still in prison. 

"As in 1979, when he took up Fu Yuehua's case, as soon as he came out of prison, he took ~ up Ding Zilin's case," said Marie Holzman. Although Holzman was in Beijing in January 1994 . just to see him, Wei insisted that she spend time with Ding and meet some of the people Ding was . helping. When the $50,000 from The Gleitsman Foundation's International Activist Award was : fmally transferred to him, Wei was ready to give it all to support Ding's work and assist the 7 bereaved and wounded. Ding, however, dissuaded him, reminding him that he would need money for his own life. He still found ways to use this money to help with her activities. 

Living Surrounded by Police, Without Fear

Following his release, Wei refused to be limited in his activities by the conspicuous surveillance under which he lived, although he was always mindful of the effects this might have on those with whom he had contact. Living fIrst in his father's house and then later in an apartment belonging to his brother, he met up with many of his old friends and gave freely of his time to dissidents and journalists alike. He set up an office with a computer staffed by a young secretary and interpreter, Tong Vi, a veteran of the 1989 student movement, and went around the city with a wallet stuffed full of bills, telling Holzman that he never knew when he might meet someone who really needed help. At the homes of needy friends, he would quietly slip several hundred yuan into a book on the table or stuff bank notes into their pockets, with discreet generosity. 

"To meet with Wei," said Robin Munro, who met him in Beijing after his September release, "was to feel oneself in the presence of an immense moral will and an exceptional, if formally untutored, political intellect. Not only had he somehow survived a fourteen-and-a-half year period of solitary incarceration in some of the worst prisons and labor camps the Chinese authorities have to offer, but upon his release he immediately plunged himself back into tireless activity on behalf of his original goal of helping bring greater human rights and democracy to China. During his six months of freedom, he was constantly on the move around the Chinese capital, networking with scattered pro-democracy cells; encouraging and sometimes cajoling activists into joining their forces to achieve greater things; and, above all, inspiring everyone he met with his unique combination of dauntless resolve, commitment, wit and vision." 

By November 1993, Wei's prison letters were appearing around the world in United Daily and his articles and statements calling for more pressure on China to improve human rights were enraging the authorities. "If there wasn't international pressure," Wei told the South China Morning Post, "a lot of political prisoners wouldn't have been set free, including me. Not only would we not have been set free, but according to the standards of the CCP, many of us, including me, would have been executed." He said pressure had improved human rights conditions and contributed to a growing sense of rights among ordinary people. "Many Communist Party cadres at least now have the concept of human rights and of the violation of human rights," he said. "Before they didn't even have this." 

The Public Security Bureau warned him repeatedly that as a "criminal" released on parole, he was not permitted to grant interviews to journalists or to publish his own writings, and was even threatened with re-arrest on a number of occasions. He could only write short pieces, he told a family member, since his hand would quickly tire and he would be left exhausted. He did manage to write two opinion pieces for The New York Times (reprinted below), a column for the newly-launched Hong Kong paper Eastern Express, and a number of other brief articles. In his first piece written since his release, a November 18 editorial in The New York Times published on the eve of a meeting between Jiang Zemin and US. President Bill Clinton in Seattle, Wei bravely argued that the violations of basic rights in China were severe and would not change without pressure from the international community, including the linking of trade privileges such as Most Favored Nation (MFN) to human rights concessions from the Chinese government. He argued that this position was consistent with his patriotism, even though the Chinese leadership has been fairly successful in tarring those who take such a position as traitors. "Since democracy has never been imposed by one country on another, China's democracy can only be realized by the Chinese people," Wei told Hong Kong's Ming Pao just days after his release from prison. "The Chinese government should contribute to democratization by gradually delegating power to the people." 

Wei does not believe, however, that democracy will, or could, come about in China as a result of a mere change in the Chinese leadership. In his view, it would be a slow, painful process of growth, starting at the grassroots. But he believed that this process had already begun. The new democratic movement, which began with Democracy Wall, was initially very weak. Then, by 1989, although they were still confused about what it was "almost everyone had come to believe that democracy was essential," he said. The brutal suppression of the 1989 protests disabused the people of any hope that democracy could come about through reforms initiated by the CCP. "Now we are just starting on the third step," Wei said, "when groups representing all kinds of political interests, including different types of ideas, rely on their own work to push forward democratization, rather than waiting to be given it by the rulers." China, Wei concluded, must, in a steady, gradual and sometimes arduous process, find its own type of democracy through the efforts of its own people. [China Rights Forum] 

Wei has remained adamant that without democratization, modernization in China cannot be successful over the long term. He has written several articles addressed to foreign investors, arguing that their long-term interests are congruent with those of democratic activists, in that without an independent rule of law, which functions on a basis of equality, their business interests cannot be guaranteed. Dictatorship created chaos and the absence of democratic procedures for resolving disputes were at the root of the upheavals of the reform period, he argued. "I think the so-called turmoil during these 10 or so years is the result of a suppression of democracy and a suppression of human rights," he told the Hong Kong Standard. 

Focus of Dissident Movement and U.S. Pressure, Imprisoned Again

Wei's outspokenness helped to give new impetus to the dissident movement in China otherwise preoccupied with commerce. Although he was not personally involved in any of the various initiatives the dissidents launched because his visibility might have jeopardized their existence, he provided inspiration and counsel for many activists as they increasingly focused their efforts on practical measures to protect human rights, such as legal action against rights abuses and protection of workers' rights. 

This new wave of activism coincided with continuing pressure on the Chinese government by the United States. In May 1993, President Clinton declared that he would not renew China's MFN status unless clear progress was made on human rights, and the annual review of MFN for China was fast approaching. During a February 1994 visit to China to discuss human rights issues, John Shattuck, U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights and Humanitarian Affairs, met Wei for dinner one evening. Shattuck was visiting China to prepare for the March arrival of Secretary of State, Warren Christopher, and his meeting with Wei outraged the Chinese authorities. It was the first time a Chinese dissident had met with such a high-ranking visiting U.S. diplomat. Even before Shattuck left China, Chinese officials were publicly accusing him of having "broken Chinese law." Six prominent dissidents in Shanghai were hastily rounded up just before Shattuck arrived, to prevent similar meetings there. Wei himself was subsequently detained for 24 hours of "questioning." A few days later, he was forcibly sent out of Beijing on a "voluntary" vacation. As of this writing, he has not regained his freedom. . According to Wei's secretary, Tong Vi, she and Wei were in a car on April 1, driving back to Beijing along the highway from Tianjin, when some seven police cars pulled them over. While 

Wei was taken away, Tong Yi was allowed to return to Beijing and reported the news of his detention to the foreign press. Then, several days later, she, too, was detained. Although the authorities insist that Wei is not detained, but is under "residential surveillance" (supposedly a form of house arrest), his family has been told only that he is being held in a "hotel" in the suburbs of Beijing, and members have been denied permission to send him clothing, books, or other personal items. On April 7, his sister, Wei Ling, told Ming Pao she was concerned that her brother was being mistreated and that he had become ill as a result. "They told my father it was necessary for them to give my brother a health check-up," she said. "However, he was in good health before he was arrested." 

Foreign Ministry spokesman, Wu Jianmin, told reporters that same day that Wei "has broken the law and must be prosecuted." He described Wei and other dissidents as "outsiders" who are "cut off from the Chinese reality," reported Agence France Presse. Other officials denied the rearrest of Wei had anything to do with human rights. "Human rights is not about releasing criminals and other irrelevant issues," said another Foreign Ministry official, according to the South China Morning Post. 

Wei's arrest was part of a larger sweep against dissidents. In fact, almost all the principal 

leaders of the latest wave of human rights and labor activism are now in detention. One by one, they are being sentenced to terms of "Reeducation Through Labor," a form of administrative punishment that allows for up to four years in a labor camp without any specific charges being filed or a trial held. Wei himself could face such a sanction or possibly even another prison term. The fact that the Chinese leadership could not bear to permit him his freedom is testament not only to his singular courage but to the fact that Wei has become the symbol of Chinese democracy. "A lot of people have the spirit inside, but they conceal it, since otherwise their very existence, their livelihood, would be threatened," he said at the end of February in one of his last interviews before being detained again. "But they haven't lost it. When the right time comes, it will come out again. Most people wait until others are standing to make their move, very few are willing to stand up first or to stand alone. That's why my friends call me a fool! But I don't have any regrets." [China Rights Forum] 

