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Distinguished committee of judges, esteemed guests:
I wish you a goodnight!
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It has been more than a year now since I was stripped of my editorial position at China
Youth Daily, so it’s a great honor for me to be invited to take part in the SOPA Awards
ceremony this year, and to have the opportunity to speak tonight.
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Perhaps this means developments in Chinese journalism are now of greater interest to
our colleagues across Asia. To a large extent, changes in China are changes for Asia, and
changes for the world. So if I may, I would like to give a report tonight on the current
state of the media in China.
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China has a vast media industry. We are a country of 1.3 billion people in the midst of an
historic period of transition, and the relationship between media and China’s social
development is growing ever closer.
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at this is happening under an autocratic system goes without saying. Unavoida
That this is happening und y I h ying. U dably,
progress is punctuated by setbacks. It is a game of wits between the media and the
system.
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At certain times, this game of wits is exposed for all to see — as was the case with the
shutdown of Freezing Point and the ensuing controversy last year. If we dwell on the
setbacks, we are sure to despair at the prospects for Chinese media. And yet, the solid ice
is melting, the layers are beginning to soften and split apart, and beneath the crushing of
this ice of autocracy, the Chinese people are demanding democracy and freedom.
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I began working as a journalist in 1979, just as China began its path of opening and
reform. Over the course of 29 years, we have poured our energy into changing Chinese
journalism, and seen it for ourselves. Judging from the depth and breadth of news
reports today, Chinese media have already made epochal progress. We’re not remiss in
saying these changes have already lodged in the hearts of the people, that they cannot be
reversed.
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Ever since the Freezing Point affair, the question my colleagues in Greater China and
overseas have asked most often is: Are controls on the media stricter now than they once
were, ofr not?
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In point of fact, there has never been a “loosening” of controls. The censorship system
has never undergone substantive change, even if its methods have become more
nuanced and concealed. But in spite of this fact, change is unavoidable.
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Imagine the traditional news control system as a balloon seeking to encompass the media
and prevent their escape. This balloon swells up bigger and bigger, so that its skin



becomes thinner and thinner. As this process continues, I leave it to your imagination to
picture what will happen.
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The principle factors behind this change are a growing consciousness of rights among
the people, changes in ideas about journalism — and the explosion in China of the
Internet as a universal medium. I’d like to talk just a bit about each of these.
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Effective control of the media comes with a number of preconditions. Firstly,
those controlled must not have access to alternate sources of information, and they must
agree with the ideology of the controller.
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In China today, this condition is essentially impossible to fulfill. After the Party
came to power in 1949, a core group of “theorists” grew up in the ideological sphere.
Their strength lay in their ability to compose articles to suit any change in the political
winds. These works existed in a vacuum, and so they bewitched and cheated the people.
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Today, you would be hard pressed to find ideological mercenaries of this sort in China.
Anyone employing the dogmas of old in their writing would be mocked and laughed at.
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In fact, the only thing left for control of the media is power. Authorities hold internal
meetings, or carry out orders by telephone. But they even fear leaving a written record.
Their tactics comfort and anaesthetize themselves. And on the other side are the
laughing masses.
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2. Another precondition of effective media control is that media workers believe the idea
that “journalism is propaganda,” that “news is the tool and mouthpiece of the party.”
You can send out a search party if you like, but this sort of journalist is tough to find.
News people of this generation are self-aware, and reflect back on their own press
history since 1949 from the moment they take up the gauntlet.
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We saw how the media, without exception, were accomplices in the great tragedies of the
Anti-Rightist Movement, the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. The
older generation of journalists is determined never again to speak such falsehoods.
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We threw off our shackles in the 1980s, reading broadly and independently, renouncing
empty propaganda and seeking journalistic professionalism.
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Four or five generations of news people have come after my own. Their starting point is
a respect for the press principles of the West. Today, in journalism schools across China,
the common values, principles and techniques shared by journalists across the world are
taught widely, so that the spirit of professionalism is spreading.
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Already, journalists in China today view information from the government with a
determination to understand what its impact will be, and who stands to benefit. The
investigative report has already become routine, and there is now a body of Chinese
works to stand up with the finest journalism internationally.
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It can be said that journalists in China today already share common professional values
with their colleagues around the world. This change is decisive.
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3. The pattern of influence of the Chinese media has already undergone a fundamental
reversal. Since the mid-1980s, a whole class of metropolitan newspapers has sprung up in
major cities across China. They take their cues from the market, targeting specific cities
and regional areas.
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These newspapers depend for acceptance on whether readers enjoy them or care about
them. They receive no government support, and their development, employee salaries
and benefits, all depend on their level of acceptance at the newsstand.
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Through 20 years of development, metropolitan newspapers in China have shown
incredible vitality. Not only have they far surpassed the traditional Party newspapers in
terms of circulation and advertising, but the scope of their news reports has broken
through regional barriers. Already, they have become the primary source of information
for the Chinese public.
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In contrast, the pattern of uniformity and dominance by central Party media has been

broken. Their circulations have faltered. Their influence has waned. They would have
faced extinction long ago were they not supported by state funding.
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The mainstream media, by which we mean the Party media, are being marginalized. The
marginal media — that is, the commercial media — are being mainstreamed. THIS is the
portrait of Chinese media today.
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4. The influence of the Internet. Since the mid-1990s, Web media in China have
expanded exponentially. In just 10 years, the number of Web users in China has climbed
to 130 million, second only to America. We have 20 million bloggers, of which more
than one million could be described as “active.” Theoretically, every blogger is a
potential source of news.

ﬁlﬁhﬁp:’nﬁﬁwﬁﬁ RLF T DR~ ek herd] > - T VRIS
= il '“W?ﬁwmﬁ"Tﬁkﬂl1iﬁﬁﬁm®§§%ﬁ%
R i = PR PR R P S = B 0 AR 75 i

The Internet has the power to take any local news story and make it national news
overnight. The fragments of information surfacing on the Internet could at any time be
snatched up by journalists and be turned into major professional news stories.
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The recent “nail house” affair in Chongging, [in which Chinese homeowners defended
their right to adequate compensation for the demolition of their property], was started by
the posting of photographs on a personal Weblog and eventually became international
news. The vast majority of news stories and commentaries killed by the press control
system can be disseminated one way or another on the Web.
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And on the Internet, perhaps all important news is discussed instantly by Web users, so
that the words of tens of thousands of users swell into public opinion. They are a force
authorities can no longer afford to ignore.
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The Internet has, without a doubt, already changed the ecology of Chinese media, even
of Chinese society, and this trend will continue.
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5. Chinese media have begun to play a role in shaping public opinion. From 1949 to the
mid-1990s, Chinese media had essentially no role in shaping public opinion. The
“opinions” voiced by editorial writers were basically re-articulations of Party principles.
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Since the 1990s, Chinese media have gradually shaken off this legacy. Gone are the days
when all media across the country would run the same main editorial from People’s Daily.
Beginning with columns of relative independence, newspapers have moved gradually
toward whole sections devoted to commentary. These are now an indispensable part of a
competitive newspaper, and often the part most welcomed by readers.
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Answering to contemporary events, trends, government policies, leadership speeches,
etcetera, in China, the media now in most cases offer opinions in a timely fashion. This
includes main editorials and commentaries by the newspaper’s own writers as well as
columns by experts and scholars, and voices from ordinary readers and members of the

public.
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Generally speaking, these views are pluralistic. They are often opposed, and it is
this diversity that generates normal and healthy public opinion, creates an informed
public, and encourages respect for different points of view.
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6. The minds of national leaders and a fair number of officials have undergone a degree
of change. Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao said recently to foreign journalists: “Democracy,
rule of law, freedom, human rights, equality, philanthropy, these are not exclusive to
capitalism. Products of a deep world historical process, these are values sought in
common by all humankind.”
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An exception was not made for China in Wen’s acknowledgement of the universal value
of democracy, freedom and human rights. Uttered 10 years ago, such words would
amount to classic “bourgeois liberalism.”
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Not long ago, a spokesman for China’s Public Security Bureau published an essay
supporting watchdog journalism, which he said was in the spirit of China’s constitution
and an “appropriate way of expressing the will of Chinese citizens and promoting the
goal of rule of law.”
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Many among China’s new generation of leaders share these sentiments. In the recent
“nail house affair” in Chongging, city officials were frank and open in dealing with
domestic and overseas media, and the standoff was eventually settled through
negotiation, avoiding a violent conclusion.
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Also, the elimination of restrictions on the activities of foreign journalists in China, and
the recently issued national legislation mandating release of government information



(effective May 2008), will both have a real and lasting impact on the environment for
Chinese media.
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These changes demonstrate that Chinese media are evolving, that they are in the process,
as we say in Chinese, of “tunneling through stone drip by drip.” This evolution may,
perhaps, lack dramatic action. It may not command attention. But as someone who has
participated and observed this evolution, I know it is real, and that it could not easily be
reversed.
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The media of Guangzhou, right next to us here in Hong Kong, deserve to be singled out.
Over the last 10 years, Guangzhou media have been an important force of change in
Chinese media. They have excelled, breaking important news and daring to voice bold
ideas.
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At the same time, they have enjoyed success in the marketplace, becoming a model for
all Chinese media. This is closely connected with the climate of free speech in Hong
Kong. The news reports and editorials by our colleagues in Hong Kong have also played
an important role in promoting freedom of speech in China.
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Don’t get me wrong. The traditional system of media controls in China grinds on. Many
of the most important political topics in contemporary China cannot be talked about
openly. News that authorities deem harmful to the legitimacy of their rule is suppressed.
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In realizing their right to freedom of expression, as set down in the Constitution,

Chinese citizens have a long road ahead. That road will be winding and cursed with
setbacks.
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But the seed of freedom of speech has been planted already. Chinese have awakened to a
consciousness of their legal rights and the need to defend them. Their fear is ebbing
away.
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The power and legitimacy of China’s censors has already been questioned publicly, and
actions to close newspapers or ban books have met with an unprecedented degree of
public resistance, forcing compromise on the part of authorities. This should make us
teel encouraged.
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An American jurist once said: "Liberty lies in the hearts of men and women; when it dies
there, no constitution, no law, no court can save it." [Learned Hand]
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I believe the yearning for freedom of speech in China has never been more powerful
than it is today. If journalists in China persist in upholding their professional conscience,
if they work tenaciously to expand the space for truth, I believe the day when we truly
enjoy freedom of expression in China, as guaranteed in our Constitution, will not tarry
too much longer.
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