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China’s new pride

C
h

in
a h

as su
rp

assed
 Jap

an
 to

 b
eco

m
e th

e w
o

rld
’s seco

n
d

 largest o
il an

d
 gas co

n
su

m
er. It

alread
y co

n
su

m
es m

o
re grain

 an
d

 m
eat, co

al an
d

 steel - th
ree o

u
t o

f th
e fo

u
r b

asic fo
o

d
,

en
ergy an

d
 in

d
u

strial co
m

m
o

d
ities - th

an
 th

e U
S

. C
o

n
su

m
in

g m
o

re o
f th

e fo
u

rth
, o

il, is o
n

ly a
m

atter o
f tim

e.

M
eh

d
i P

a
rvizi A

m
in

eh

C
hin

a’s econ
om

ic grow
th has rapidly

in
creased its en

ergy n
eeds. C

oal
accou

n
ts for three-qu

arters of its en
ergy

consum
ption, w

hile oil and gas represent
on

ly on
e-fifth. B

u
t in

 20
0

3 total dem
an

d
- 5.56

 m
illion

 barrels per day - far ou
t-

paced dom
estic produ

ction
. C

h
in

a h
as

been
 a n

et-im
porter of oil sin

ce 19
9

3 an
d

of crude oil since 19
9

6
. A

lthough it is try-
in

g to in
crease dom

estic produ
ction

, oil
im

ports w
ill grow

 by an
 estim

ated 9
6

0
per cen

t over the n
ext tw

o decades, com
-

prisin
g, by 20

25, alm
ost 70

 per cen
t of

the cou
n

try’s oil con
su

m
ption

. 

H
ow

 w
ill C

h
in

a m
eet its en

ergy n
eeds?

T
h

e w
orld’s largest oil an

d gas reserves
are con

cen
trated in

 tw
o region

s: the Per-
sian

 G
u

lf con
tain

s approxim
ately 6

5 per
cen

t of kn
ow

n
 global oil reserves w

h
ile

th
e C

aspian
 Sea region

 con
sistin

g of th
e

five littoral states A
zerbaijan

, K
aza-

kh
stan

, Tu
rkm

en
istan

, Iran
 an

d R
u

ssia
h

old 
approxim

ately 
4

5 
per 

cen
t 

of
kn

ow
n

 gas reserves. C
h

in
a w

ill h
ave to

tap th
ese sou

rces fu
rth

er to secu
re an

adequ
ate en

ergy su
pply. 

Sixty per cen
t of C

h
in

a’s oil im
ports

already com
e from

 th
e P

ersian
 G

u
lf.

Iran
 w

as C
h

in
a’s secon

d largest oil su
p-

plier in
 20

0
3, providin

g 14
 per cen

t of
total im

ports, w
h

ile C
h

in
a w

as Iran’s
m

ain
 

su
pplier 

of 
u

n
con

ven
tion

al
w

eapon
ry despite h

avin
g sign

ed in
ter-

n
ation

al agreem
en

ts proh
ibitin

g th
e

proliferation
 of tech

n
ologies th

at can
 be

u
sed for m

akin
g n

u
clear, ch

em
ical an

d
biological w

eapon
s. O

m
an

 an
d Yem

en
are also becom

in
g im

portan
t oil-based

tradin
g partn

ers. 

Sau
di A

rabia is C
h

in
a’s largest oil su

p-
plier, w

h
ile C

h
in

a is S
au

di A
rabia’s

biggest cu
stom

er. T
h

ou
gh

 Sau
di A

rabia
w

ill soon
 drop ou

t of th
e top five as a U

S
oil su

pplier accordin
g to th

e W
ashington

T
im

es(16
 Septem

ber 20
0

4), its grow
in

g
ties to C

h
in

a h
ave in

creased ten
sion

betw
een

 th
e B

u
sh

 A
dm

in
istration

 an
d

the Sau
dis, particu

larly sin
ce Septem

ber
11. A

w
are th

ey can
 n

o lon
ger rely on

 th
e

U
S

 alon
e to defen

d th
eir regim

e, th
e

Sau
dis w

an
t to diversify th

eir secu
rity

policy an
d C

h
in

a appears to be an
 in

ter-
ested partn

er. B
u

t C
h

in
ese arm

s traf-
fickin

g to th
e P

ersian
 G

u
lf presen

ts a
poten

tial th
reat to U

S secu
rity. In

 20
0

2,
th

e U
S

-C
h

in
a E

con
om

ic an
d S

ecu
rity

R
eview

 C
om

m
ission

, establish
ed by

C
on

gress to m
on

itor U
S

-C
h

in
ese rela-

tion
s, w

arn
ed ‘arm

s traffickin
g to th

ese
regim

es presen
ts an

 in
creasin

g threat to
U

.S
. secu

rity in
terests in

 th
e M

iddle

E
ast. A

 key driver in
 C

h
in

a’s relation
s

w
ith

 terrorist-spon
sorin

g govern
m

en
ts

is its depen
den

ce on
 foreign

 oil to fu
el

its 
econ

om
ic 

developm
en

t. 
T

h
is

depen
den

cy is expected to in
crease over

th
e com

in
g decade’. C

h
in

a is aw
are th

at
its sh

ort-term
 en

ergy secu
rity depen

ds
on

 cooperation
 w

ith
 th

e U
S

. B
u

t C
h

i-
n

ese policy-m
akers also realize th

at th
e

U
S

 seeks a dom
in

an
t position

 in
 th

e
P

ersian
 G

u
lf an

d is tryin
g to con

tain
C

h
in

a’s activities th
ere. P

ersian
 G

u
lf

access w
ill join

 Taiw
an

, trade relation
s

an
d h

u
m

an
 righ

ts as th
e key issu

es in
U

S
-C

h
in

ese relation
s.

T
h

at is on
e reason

 w
h

y C
h

in
a is tu

rn
in

g
tow

ard th
e C

aspian
 S

ea. It m
u

st gain
access to th

e region’s vast oil reserves to
redu

ce its en
ergy depen

den
ce on

 th
e

P
ersian

 G
u

lf. A
n

d to do th
at, it m

u
st

en
su

re political stability in
 th

e region’s
five C

en
tral A

sian
 repu

blics (K
aza-

kh
stan

, K
yrgyzstan

, Tajikistan
, Tu

rk-
m

en
istan

, U
zbekistan

) an
d cou

n
ter U

S
en

croach
m

en
t.

G
eograph

ically, th
e C

aspian
 Sea is m

ore
accessible. R

u
ssia, C

en
tral A

sia, an
d

C
h

in
a sh

are th
e E

u
rasian

 lan
dm

ass,
w

h
ich

 
m

akes 
overlan

d 
oil 

an
d 

gas
pipelin

es attractive option
s for en

ergy
tran

sport. In
 19

9
7, u

n
der th

e govern
-

m
en

t’s ‘G
o W

est’ policy, th
e C

h
in

a
N

ation
al P

etroleu
m

 C
orporation

 prom
-

ised 
to 

in
vest 

9
.5 

billion
 

U
S

D
 

in
pipelin

es an
d oil fields. C

h
in

a’s n
ation

-
al oil com

pan
ies h

ave begu
n

 to in
vest in

K
azakh

stan
, th

e on
ly C

en
tral A

sian
cou

n
try 

th
at 

exports 
oil 

to 
C

h
in

a,
am

ou
n

tin
g to on

e per cen
t of total oil

im
ports. K

azakh
 oil is tran

sported by
rail, bu

t th
at w

ill ch
an

ge after th
e com

-
pletion

 of a 1,0
0

0
-kilom

eter pipelin
e

from
 K

azakh
stan’s cen

tral K
aragan

da
region

 to w
estern

 C
h

in
a. From

 th
ere it

w
ill cross in

to th
e A

qtobe region
 to th

e
K

en
qiyaq oil field, w

h
ere B

ejin
g h

as
in

vested abou
t 1.3 billion

 U
S

D
 an

d
w

h
ich

 C
h

in
a an

d th
e K

azakh
 state oil

an
d gas com

pan
y h

ave been
 m

odern
iz-

in
g sin

ce 19
9

7. From
 th

ere th
e pipelin

e
w

ill con
tin

u
e to th

e C
aspian

 Sea.

In
 20

0
2, C

h
in

a an
d R

u
ssia com

pleted a
feasibility stu

dy for a S
in

o-R
u

ssian
pipelin

e from
 A

n
garsk to D

aqin
g. C

on
-

stru
ction

 w
as to begin

 in
 Ju

ly 20
0

3; th
e

Japan
ese 

w
ere 

also 
in

terested 
an

d
offered R

u
ssia 14.5 billion

 U
SD

 w
orth of

‘su
bscription

s an
d gifts’ an

d 8 billion
 to

in
vest in

 the R
ussian

 Far E
ast oil an

d gas
projects Sakh

alin
 1 an

d 2. In
 Ju

n
e 20

0
3,

th
e R

u
ssian

 Tran
sn

eft O
pen

 Join
t S

tock
O

il Tran
sportin

g C
o. proposed an

 alter-
n

ative pipelin
e from

 A
n

garsk to N
akh

o-
dia. T

h
e R

u
ssian

 M
in

ister of N
atu

ral
R

esou
rces, h

ow
ever, stated h

is prefer-
en

ce for th
e A

n
garsk-D

aqin
g rou

te an
d

P
residen

t V
ladim

ir P
u

tin
 agreed, citin

g
its strategic im

portan
ce. In

 M
arch 20

0
4,

Tran
sn

eft proposed a n
ew

 rou
te from

Taish
et 

to 
N

akh
odka 

th
at 

cou
ld 

be
exten

ded to D
aqin

g. 

Future geopolitical scenario 
C

on
trol of th

e produ
ction

 an
d tran

sport
of P

ersian
 G

u
lf an

d C
aspian

 Sea oil an
d

gas w
ill determ

in
e th

e political an
d eco-

n
om

ic fu
tu

re n
ot on

ly of th
ose tw

o
region

s. O
il an

d gas h
ave been

 th
e

w
orld’s prim

ary sou
rce of en

ergy, an
d

th
u

s pow
er, for decades an

d are expect-
ed to accou

n
t for approxim

ately 70
 per

cen
t of global en

ergy su
pply th

rou
gh

20
20

. A
ccordin

g to th
e U

n
ited S

tates
E

n
ergy 

In
form

ation
 

A
dm

in
istration

(E
IA

), global oil con
su

m
ption

 w
ill rise

from
 82 m

illion
 barrels per day (bbl/d)

in
 20

0
4 to 10

0
 m

illion
 bbl/d in

 20
15 to

120
 m

illion
 bbl/d in

 20
25. E

xperts are
con

cern
ed that global oil production

 w
ill

be u
n

able to m
eet th

is rapidly risin
g

dem
an

d. E
xistin

g resou
rces are decreas-

in
g w

h
ile n

ew
ly discovered on

es disap-
poin

t. M
ajor oil con

su
m

ers w
ill h

ave to
follow

 m
ore aggressive policies to satis-

fy th
eir oil n

eeds an
d m

ilitary in
terven

-
tion

 to safegu
ard oil produ

ction
 an

d
export w

ill becom
e m

ore likely. T
his w

ill
h

ave en
orm

ou
s im

plication
s for global

peace an
d secu

rity.

It is n
ot yet clear w

hether the three m
ain

con
ten

din
g pow

ers - th
e U

S, R
u

ssia an
d

C
h

in
a - see each

 oth
er as rivals, allies or

as com
bin

ation
s of th

e tw
o. R

u
ssia an

d
C

h
in

a claim
 a com

m
on

 in
terest in

 th
e

C
aspian

 S
ea bu

t u
n

til n
ow

 h
ave n

ot
acted in

 com
m

on
. T

h
e U

S w
ill u

se polit-
ical, econ

om
ic, an

d perh
aps m

ilitary
pressu

re to expan
d its in

flu
en

ce an
d

rem
ove an

y obstacles to th
e safe flow

 of
oil. R

u
ssia an

d C
hin

a are u
n

able to com
-

pete w
ith

 th
e U

S
 m

ilitary an
d w

ill avoid
a direct con

fron
tation

 w
ith

 W
ash

in
gton

,
bu

t th
ey w

ill ally w
ith

 local pow
ers to

defen
d th

eir region
al in

terests. T
h

e
n

igh
tm

are for all th
ree pow

ers is an
allian

ce of th
e oth

er tw
o; th

e w
orst-case

scen
ario for th

e w
orld w

ou
ld be direct

con
fron

tation
. <

For fu
rth

er readin
g

-
A

m
in

eh
, M

eh
d

i P
arvizi an

d
 H

en
k H

o
u

w
el-

in
g, ed

s. 20
0

4
/5. C

entral E
urasia in G

lobal

P
olitics: C

onflict S
ecurity and D

evelopm
ent.

2
n

d
ed

itio
n

. Leid
en

 an
d

 B
o

sto
n

: B
rill A

cad
-

em
ic P

u
b

lish
ers.

- 
A

m
in

eh
, M

eh
d

i P
arvizi. 20

0
3. G

lobaliza-

tion, G
eopolitics and E

nergy S
ecurity in C

en-

tral E
u

rasia an
d th

e C
aspian

 R
egion

. D
en

H
aag: C

IE
P

.

- 
A

m
in

eh
, M

eh
d

i P
arvizi. 20

0
3. ‘C

asp
ian

E
n

ergy: A
 V

iab
le A

ltern
ative to

 th
e P

ersian

G
u

lf?’ E
IA

S B
riefing P

apers 02/03. B
ru

ssels:

T
h

e E
u

ro
p

ean
 In

stitu
te fo

r A
sian

 S
tu

d
ies,

w
w

w
.eias.n

l

M
eh

d
i P

a
rvizi A

m
in

eh
is th

e m
an

ager of

E
nergy P

rogram
 A

sia (E
P

A
) at IIA

S
.

w
w

w
.iias.nl

m
.p.am

ineh@
uva.nl

P
ow

er an
d en

ergy su
pply secu

rity

Father: Look, our international prospects for the new centruy are bright 

Mother: We must show off our skill. 

Grandmother: It must be time to struggle. 

Grandfather: In the new century we must grasp after opportunity! 

Son: But the road is windy.

Son: The new century after all belongs to our generation, the burden is heavy! 

Grandfather: Back then, when I was abount your age, I was already a red soldier. 

Mother: Talk about your experiences, inflate him. 

Father: Certainly there are obstacles on the road to the new century. But Grandfather,

father, didn’t they all come through turmoil to get here? Son, do not lose heart! 

Grandmother: All these years, your grandmother has been thinking of struggle.

µ
µ

People’s R
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China’s new pride

Lo
o

kin
g b

ackw
ard

 is a m
ajo

r tren
d

 in
 C

h
in

ese fictio
n

 to
d

ay - w
riters o

ften
 set th

eir n
o

vels in
th

e p
ast to

 reflect o
n

 C
h

in
ese h

isto
ry an

d
 cu

ltu
re. M

o
st su

ch
 n

o
vels take p

lace so
m

etim
e

b
etw

een
 th

e 184
0

s an
d

 th
e 19

70
s, w

h
en

 C
h

in
a su

ffered
 d

efeat, h
u

m
iliatio

n
, co

u
p

 d
’état,

w
arlo

rd
ism

, civil w
ar, in

vasio
n

, again
 civil w

ar, an
d

 revo
lu

tio
n

. In
 th

is gen
re, M

o
 Yan

’s
S

a
n

d
a

lw
ood

 Im
p

a
lem

en
t

(Tan
xian

g X
in

g) is n
o

t o
n

ly a co
m

m
ercial b

u
t an

 id
eo

lo
gical h

it,
p

raised
 

b
y 

critics 
as 

a 
‘m

asterp
iece’ 

o
f 

‘h
isto

rical 
im

p
o

rtan
ce’ 

th
at 

sh
o

w
s 

C
h

in
a 

can
o

verco
m

e 
W

estern
 

in
flu

en
ce 

th
an

ks 
to

 
‘C

h
in

ese 
trad

itio
n

, 
C

h
in

ese 
reality, 

an
d

 
C

h
in

ese
m

en
tality’ as ap

p
o

sed
 to

 vap
id

 ‘u
n

iversalism
’ an

d
 ‘h

u
m

an
ism

’. 

Y
u

e Ta
o

M
o Yan

 (D
on’t S

peak, a pen
 n

am
e)

w
as born

 in
 G

aom
i C

oun
ty, Shan

-
don

g provin
ce. H

e qu
it prim

ary sch
ool

an
d becam

e a farm
er du

rin
g th

e C
u

l-
tu

ral R
evolu

tion
, after w

h
ich

 h
e join

ed
th

e P
eople’s Liberation

 A
rm

y an
d began

h
is w

ritin
g career. H

e gain
ed fam

e by
th

e late 19
8

0
s for h

is ‘lavish’, ‘w
ild’,

‘backw
ard’ style. T

h
e film

m
aker Z

h
an

g
Y

im
o based h

is prize-w
in

n
in

g m
ovies -

R
ed Sorghu

m
(19

87) an
d Ju

 D
ou

 (19
9

0
)

- on
 M

o Yan’s n
ovels, m

akin
g th

e au
th

or
w

ell-kn
ow

n
 in

tern
ation

ally as w
ell as a

bestseller at h
om

e. B
ig B

reasts, W
ide

H
ips

(Fen
gru

 Feitu
n

), tran
slated in

to
several foreign

 lan
guages, w

on
 the high-

est n
ation

al literary prize. In
 Sandalw

ood
Im

palem
en

t
(20

0
1), M

o Yan
 n

ot on
ly

develops h
is style to th

e u
tm

ost, bu
t also

declares h
is retu

rn
 to C

h
in

ese tradition
. 

Like m
ost w

riters w
h

o cam
e of age after

th
e C

u
ltu

ral R
evolu

tion
, M

o Yan
 read

foreign
 literatu

re in
 tran

slation
. H

is ear-
lier w

orks got w
ide circu

lation
 in

 th
e

W
est th

an
ks to h

is ‘in
correct’ view

 of
C

h
in

ese society an
d h

istory; m
an

y in
C

h
in

a, h
ow

ever, rem
arked th

at h
e pan

-
dered to perverse W

estern
 in

terest.
Som

e said th
at h

e bartered C
h

in
a’s dig-

n
ity for person

al fam
e; h

e even
 got in

to
trou

ble w
ith

 th
e P

LA
. B

u
t n

ot an
y m

ore.
A

n
 u

n
orth

odox w
riter goin

g back to h
is

roots at peak career con
firm

s C
h

in
ese

pu
blic opin

ion
 th

at th
eir civilization

 is
m

atch
less. M

o Yan
 boasts th

at S
an

dal-
w

ood 
Im

palem
en

t
is 

n
ot 

tran
slated

becau
se it is too C

h
in

ese. C
h

in
ese are

eth
n

ocen
tric an

d alw
ays h

ave been
, bu

t
con

fiden
ce m

akes eth
n

ocen
trism

 stri-
den

t. 
C

on
fiden

ce 
abou

t 
th

e 
fu

tu
re

m
akes C

h
in

ese can
did abou

t th
e past -

th
ey can

 afford to be becau
se th

ey feel
stron

g n
ow

.

S
an

dalw
ood Im

palem
en

tis tru
ly ‘m

ade
in

 C
hin

a’. It bustles w
ith n

oise an
d activ-

ity like a C
h

in
ese fu

n
eral - w

eepin
g an

d
w

ailin
g follow

ed by lou
d m

u
sic an

d a
ban

qu
et. T

h
e story takes place arou

n
d

19
0

0
 in

 a S
h

an
don

g pen
in

su
la village

w
h

ere th
e G

erm
an

s are bu
ildin

g a rail-
w

ay th
rou

gh
 farm

lan
d. T

h
e Q

in
g gov-

ern
m

en
t, u

n
der pressu

re from
 G

er-
m

an
y, is on

 th
e h

u
n

t for a rebel sect
leader w

h
o kills G

erm
an

s. H
e is fin

ally
cau

gh
t an

d pu
blicly im

paled on
 a san

-
dalw

ood stake.

T
h

e m
ain

 ch
aracters all depen

d on
 an

d
in

terfere w
ith

 each
 oth

er. T
h

eir in
ter-

w
oven

 fam
ily con

flicts are typically C
h

i-
n

ese; th
e logic is tran

sparen
t to n

ative
readers. M

ei N
ian

g, th
e h

eroin
e, is a

beau
tifu

l you
n

g w
om

an
 w

h
o ru

n
s a dog

m
eat eatery; h

er n
ickn

am
e is ‘D

og M
eat

B
eau

ty’. S
h

e is am
bivalen

t tow
ard h

er
fath

er, Su
n

 B
in

g, a leadin
g cat ton

e
(m

aoqian
g) opera sin

ger an
d w

om
an

iz-
er. H

er m
oth

er died w
h

en
 sh

e w
as little,

so sh
e w

as brou
gh

t u
p by h

er fath
er.

D
u

e to h
is n

egligen
ce, h

ow
ever, h

er feet
w

ere n
ever bou

n
d, an

d becau
se of h

er
‘big’ feet (she en

vies w
om

en
 w

ith boun
d

feet) sh
e h

as to m
arry X

iao Jia, a sim
-

plem
in

ded bu
tch

er sh
e does n

ot even
like. Su

n
 B

in
g h

its an
d acciden

tally kills
a G

erm
an

 railw
ay tech

n
ician

 h
e sees

sexu
ally h

arassin
g h

is you
n

g secon
d

w
ife. In

 respon
se, G

erm
an

 soldiers kill
h

is w
ife, ch

ildren
, an

d n
eigh

bou
rs, so

h
e organ

izes ‘boxer’ rebels to retaliate.
H

e dresses u
p like th

e Son
g gen

eral Yu
e

Fei (110
3(114

2) an
d believes h

e is pos-
sessed by Yu

e’s spirit, m
akin

g h
im

in
vu

ln
erable to blades an

d bu
llets. 

M
ei N

ian
g’s lover, Q

ian
 D

in
g, is a local

bu
reau

crat - an
 elegan

t, learn
ed, m

ar-
ried m

an
. S

h
e is passion

ately in
 love

w
ith

 h
im

 becau
se h

e gives h
er every-

th
in

g - sex, respect, cu
ltu

re, psych
olog-

ical su
pport, an

d expen
sive presen

ts.
H

er h
u

sban
d tolerates (even

 en
cou

r-
ages) M

ei N
ian

g’s extram
arital affair

becau
se it au

gm
en

ts th
e fam

ily in
com

e.
Q

ian
 D

in
g, u

n
der orders from

 th
e cen

-
tral govern

m
en

t to arrest Sun
 B

in
g, does

w
h

at h
e is told in

 order to keep h
is job.

O
n

e day a stran
ger w

h
o claim

s to be
X

iao Jia’s fath
er com

es to M
ei N

ian
g’s

h
om

e. X
iao Jia adores h

is ‘fath
er’, Z

h
ao

Jia, C
hin

a’s chief execution
er sen

t by the
D

ow
ager E

m
press an

d G
en

eral Yu
an

S
h

ikai to devise a cru
el an

d u
n

u
su

al
pu

n
ish

m
en

t for Su
n

 B
in

g, w
h

o h
as to

su
ffer five days an

d n
igh

ts an
d die du

r-
in

g the open
in

g cerem
on

y w
hen

 the first
G

erm
an

 train
 rolls th

rou
gh

. 

Train
s an

d cat ton
e opera are the tw

o pil-
lars of th

e n
ovel. T

h
e story tu

rn
s on

su
perstition

 abou
t train

s. W
h

en
 village

people first saw
 train

s, they thought they
w

ere m
on

sters th
at cou

ld ru
n

 w
ith

ou
t

eatin
g becau

se th
ey absorbed en

ergy
from

 th
e tracks laid on

 an
cestral graves,

distu
rbin

g fen
gshu

i. T
h

ey believed th
e

G
erm

an
s 

con
scripted 

you
n

g 
boys,

trim
m

ed th
eir ton

gu
es to m

ake th
em

speak 
an

 
alien

 
lan

gu
age, 

cu
t 

th
eir

qu
eu

es to steal th
eir sou

ls, an
d bu

ried
th

e qu
eu

es u
n

der th
e tracks to ‘feed’ th

e
train

s. T
h

ey w
ere also con

vin
ced th

at
bad fen

gshu
i

an
d th

is th
eft of you

n
g

sou
ls cau

sed poverty, disaster, w
ar, an

d
m

isfortu
n

e. C
at ton

e (a local opera th
at

m
im

icked cats yow
lin

g) w
as perform

ed
at fu

n
erals, w

eddin
gs, an

d religiou
s fes-

tivities. It w
as u

n
iqu

e to M
o Yan’s h

om
e

village an
d an

 in
tegral part of local life

u
n

til 
th

e 
19

8
0

s, 
w

h
en

 
it 

died 
ou

t
becau

se of m
odern

 en
tertain

m
en

t. M
o

Yan
 stru

ctu
res h

is n
ovel like a cat ton

e
opera, quotin

g opera lyrics an
d usin

g cat
ton

e sou
n

ds to sign
ify stron

g em
otion

s. 

T
h

e n
ovel resem

bles a folk opera: pas-
sion

ate an
d sen

su
al. It h

as vivid colors,
sou

n
ds, im

ages, even
 sm

ells. T
h

e exe-
cu

tion
 scen

es are graph
ic - over ten

th
ou

san
d w

ords describe decapitation
,

death
 

by 
slicin

g, 
an

d 
im

palem
en

t.
Sou

n
ds are piercin

g: gossip, scoldin
g,

sin
gin

g, train
s roarin

g, cats yow
lin

g.
O

n
e can

 sm
ell n

ot on
ly th

e scen
t of

cooked dog m
eat an

d rice w
in

e, bu
t also

th
e sten

ch
 of body odor, vom

it, u
rin

e,
an

d excrem
en

t. T
h

e lan
gu

age is pep-
pered w

ith
 dialect, slan

g, an
d old folk

opera lyrics. M
o Yan’s fiction

al w
orld is

th
e an

tith
esis of refin

ed C
on

fu
cian

 soci-
ety; it is also ‘un

polluted’ by C
om

m
un

ist
ideology or W

estern
 valu

es. It is exactly
th

is ‘backw
ardn

ess’ th
at ch

arm
s m

an
y

C
h

in
ese. W

ith
ou

t it, th
e n

ovel w
ou

ld
read 

like 
clich

é 
an

ti-colon
ial 

class-
stru

ggle stories th
at often

 appear in
C

om
m

u
n

ist h
istory textbooks. 

M
o Yan

 spen
t five years w

ritin
g Sandal-

w
ood Im

palem
ent, an

d th
e lan

gu
age an

d
plot sh

ow
 th

e effort h
e in

vested. T
h

e
effect, h

ow
ever, is strictly low

brow
. T

h
e

roots of th
e C

h
in

ese n
ovel lie in

 street
storytellin

g an
d folk opera; M

o Yan
deliberately retu

rn
s to th

ese roots. C
h

i-
n

ese n
ovels from

 before th
e N

ew
 C

u
l-

tu
re M

ovem
en

t of 19
19

 are alm
ost all

th
ird-person

 n
arratives abou

t con
flict

an
d in

trigu
e - th

eir m
ain

 fu
n

ction
 is to

en
tertain

. S
an

dalw
ood Im

palem
en

t
is

closer to tradition
al n

ovels of th
ree an

d
four hun

dred years ago than
 to n

ew
 n

ov-
els sin

ce 19
19

. M
o Yan

 h
im

self calls th
is

book a great leap backw
ard - it is a dec-

laration
 of w

ar on
 both

 h
igh

brow
 in

tel-
ligen

tsia w
ritin

g th
at im

itates W
estern

fash
ion

 an
d con

su
m

erist yu
ppie w

ritin
g

th
at pan

ders to a pu
blic eager for sen

-
sation

. T
h

e great leap backw
ard w

in
s

applau
se from

 C
h

in
ese readers an

d crit-

ics w
ho are con

fiden
t of their civilization

an
d prou

d of its resu
rgen

ce. 

C
ritical acclaim

 for Sandalw
ood Im

pale-
m

en
tow

es to cu
ltu

ral n
ation

alism
, n

ot
literary excellen

ce. Ideology ou
tw

eigh
s

art. D
espite bein

g carefu
lly plotted,

stru
ctu

red, an
d w

ritten
, th

e n
ovel does

n
ot rise above artisan

sh
ip. T

h
e u

rge to
recreate an

 au
th

en
tic C

h
in

a is detri-
m

en
tal to creativity. C

om
pared w

ith
 M

o
Yan’s earlier n

ovels, Sandalw
ood Im

pale-
m

entis con
trived. It is a skilfu

l im
itation

of folk opera - a splen
did street per-

form
an

ce fu
ll of sou

n
d an

d im
agery,

leavin
g n

oth
in

g to th
e im

agin
ation

. 

C
u

ltu
ral n

ation
alism

 does even
 m

ore
dam

age to literary criticism
, su

pplan
ti-

n
g aesth

etic appreciation
 w

ith
 m

oral
ju

dgm
en

t. M
oralizin

g h
as alw

ays been
a w

eakn
ess of C

hin
ese literary criticism

.
Today, w

h
en

 C
h

in
ese w

riters en
joy free-

dom
 of expression

, critics are con
form

-
ist. T

hey con
form

 n
ot to an

y official lin
e,

bu
t to pu

blic opin
ion

, w
h

ich
 (if an

y-
th

in
g) is m

ore ch
au

vin
ist th

an
 th

e gov-
ern

m
en

t. C
h

in
ese readers h

ave good
reason

 to dislike highbrow
 in

telligen
tsia

w
ritin

g th
at it is often

 a clu
m

sy im
ita-

tion
 of W

estern
 literatu

re. T
h

ey also
h

ave 
good 

reason
 

to 
disdain

 
con

-
su

m
erist yu

ppie w
ritin

g th
at is often

m
aw

kish, affected, n
arcissistic, an

d sen
-

sation
al. B

u
t a retu

rn
 to folk tradition

 is
n

o cu
re for bad w

ritin
g. <

R
eferen

ce 

-
M

o
 

Yan
. 
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iversity, S
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iversity of A
m

ster-
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. S

h
e is cu

rren
tly In

tern
ation
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ro-
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m
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n
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 U
n

iversity In
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O
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Son: Your instruction has touched me deeply. Although the road is windy, I must

only establish and maintain a correct philosophy, and in terms of strategy

scoff at my enemy, while in terms of tactics respect my enemy, and I will have

to worry about not being able to march in sync with the new century, or not

connect with the international.

Son: I remember Mao said “ the world is yours, and also ours, but in the end it is still

yours...” He was right, we young people are like the morning sun of 8 or 9 a.m.” 

Father: Very good, I have been waiting for you to speak these words. 

Mother: Hope is on your shoulders, we are all depending on you. 

Grandfather: There will be people to carry on internatonal relations in the new

century. 

Grandmother: Good work.

Son: Thank you for your praise, only when we stand on the shoulders of previous

generations can we see far! 

Grandfather: You are modest like your grandfather. 

Mother: I so envy you; how I’d love to go ahead with you. 

Father: I am no longer alone. 

Grandmother: A good kid.

T
he new

 C
hineseness: 

great leap forw
ard or backw

ard?
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