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Excerpts from “Using truth to undermine a system built on lies” 

My literary life began when I was an “educated youth” in the 1970s. It was an 
era of revolutionary fervour when empty slogan and blind passions, including 
the lies in Quotations of Chairman Mao, ran rampant. As a young man, I 
embraced all of them as the absolute truth. Then, in the 1980s, when my 
writings began to receive some public recognition, I saw myself with equal 
confidence as having outgrown Mao-era language and as now grounding my 
writings in a quest for human dignity and the living of an honest life. Like 
someone who strikes it rich overnight, I exulted in a new world that seemed 
to have no limits. 

Then that bloody dawn in 1989, fourteen years ago, showed me how shallow 
and self-centred I still was, taught me to recognize the warmth and inner 
strength of love, and gave me a new appreciation of what is the most 
important in life. I knew that from that time on I would forever be living with 
the guilt of the survivor and in awe of the souls of the dead. I began to feel 
mortified at my shallowness in the 1970s and my bravado of the 1980s. 
Indeed, it is only now, in looking back carefully, that I realize that my entire 
youth was spent in a cultural desert and that my early writings had all been 
nurtured in hatred, violence, and arrogance – or alternatively, in lies, 
cynicism, and loutish sarcasm. These poisons of “Party culture” had 
permeated several generations of Chinese, and I was no exception. Even in 
liberal tides of the 1980s, I had not been able to purge myself of them 
entirely. I knew at the time that Mao-style thinking and Cultural Revolution-
style language had ingrained in me, and my goal had been to transform 
myself from the bone marrow out. Hah! – Easier said than done. It may take 
me lifetime to rid myself of the poison. 

………….. 

I feel that those who perished that day are looking down on me from above. 
They look down on a privileged person still to be alive. They have been looking 
down for fourteen years now. I was a participant in the 1989 movement and 
observed how, in that dark night and early dawn, it was sliced by bayonets, 
pierced by bullets, and crushed by tanks. The glinting tips of the bayonets still 
stab in the recesses of my memory. As one of the survivors, I see before my 
eyes two things – the souls of those who died for a free China and the 
violence, the lies, and bribery of the killers – and I am haunted by the grave 
responsibility of being still alive. I do my best to make every word from my 
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pen a cry from the heart for the souls of the dead. I use my memory of their 
graves to combat the Chinese government’s pressure to erase memory; my 
searing desire to atone for having survived helps me resist the temptation to 
join the world of lies.  

We may feel contempt for a regime that kills people and disgust when it lies 
to explain its killing, but we can feel only despair if a nation makes 
allowances for such a regime and forgets the people who were killed. How 
much more is this the case when the killings were on open display to the 
world and when the physical death of the victims have so well proven the 
moral deaths of the killers? 

The crimes of the Communist dictatorship are many, and the victims whom 
we do not know about are far, far too numerous – both the souls of the dead 
from killings and the prisoners of conscience who remain behind bars. One 
way to compensate for their sufferings is to be sure that we reflect upon it 
scrupulously in memory, and one of the moral preconditions of honest 
memory is that we utterly refuse the regime’s indoctrination and refuse as 
individuals to repeat its lies. We fortunate survivors, and anyone who lives 
outside the regime’s metal bars, must, each of use as an individual person, 
hold fast to memory of the victims and refuse to sell out to material 
comforts that participation in official lies can bring. To do anything less is to 
surrender the meaning of life, to sell one’s personal dignity, and to lose sight 
of what it means to be a human being. Nothing can substitute for personal 
responsibility. 

……………. 

Please allow me to conclude with some line I wrote on June 4th 1999, the 
tenth anniversary of the massacre, during my confinement in a re-education-
through-labour-camp: 

gripping the prison bars 

this moment 

I must wail in grief 

for I fear the next  

so much I have no tears for it 
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remembering them, the innocent dead, 

I must thrust a dagger calmly 

Into my eyes 

must purchase with blindness 

clarity of the brain 

for that bone-devouring memory  

Is best expressed 

by refusal   

 

 


