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The meaning of May 4th

Most foreigners have never heard of the May Fourth Movement – we explain
why its centenary this month is so significant for the Chinese
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A humiliation remembered
Message of the May 4th centenary: China won’t give an inch on sovereignty

Patriots listen as Xi outlines the importance of the May Fourth Movement this week in a major address
ost people outside China will
be unaware of it, but the hundredth anniversary of the May
Fourth Movement is a significant
moment for the Chinese. It marks
the day on May 4th, 1919 that students took to the streets in Beijing
to express their fury at the then
government’s failure to defend
their nation’s interests during the
Treaty of Versailles negotiations.
May Fourth has since been studied from every possible angle and
perspective, with different observers drawing different interpretations of the day’s precise
significance.
The Communist Party of China
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(CPC), for one, sees itself as the heir
to the May Fourth Movement. Some
historians, particularly international ones, beg to differ, noting
that the two main tenets of the original movement were de xiansheng (
‘Mr Democracy’) and sai xiansheng
( ‘Mr Science’), with the former
theme problematic for the CPC.
One thing most agree on,
though, is that May Fourth was a
turning point in the country’s history. Indeed, the CPC even marked
the 100th anniversary of the
protests this week with a rare political rally led by Chinese leader Xi
Jinping. So what is the latest spin on
a student movement that reshaped

China? And why is understanding it
so important to understanding
modern-day China?
What exactly is the May Fourth
Movement?
The Encyclopaedia Britannica describes it as the “intellectual revolution and sociopolitical reform
movement that occurred in China
in 1917-21”. That description is partly
credited to Chow Tse-tsung, who was
invited to write the initial entry for
the topic in the encyclopaedia after
the Harvard University Press published his seminal study The May
Fourth Movement: Intellectual Revolution in Modern China in 1959.
1
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CCTV footage shows that slouching modern day students may have a thing to learn from their 1919 brethren
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Chow’s book is still the starting point
for anyone researching the period.
(He obtained his PhD on the topic at
the University of Michigan, although his supervisors were initially
said to be opposed to his selection of
a “student riot” not thought worthy
of doctoral research.)
According to Chow, events began
with the New Culture Movement
that emerged in China shortly after
the 1911 revolution. More than two
millennia of imperial rule had
abruptly ended but the republic
that replaced it remained the “sick
man of east Asia”. In the absence of
a strong central government, the
nation was riven between regional
warlords and was powerless to revoke the “unequal treaties” forced
upon the previous Qing Dynasty
regime by foreign powers.
In the wake of growing encroach-

ment from Japan, young intellectuals began searching for solutions
that could revitalise their country’s
standing. Their inquiry into different models of governance led them
to study ideologies alien to China –
such as liberalism and socialism –
and they soon forged a movement
that blamed traditional Chinese values and institutions for the country’s parlous state.
One of the cheerleaders of this
intellectual charge was Chen Duxiu,
who founded the influential
monthly magazine New Youth.
Chen and many of the young writers who contributed to New Youth
were later to become cultural and
political leaders. They included Hu
Shi, the American-educated scholar
who proposed a new vernacular
writing style to replace the 2,000
year-old classical standard; Lu Xun,

one of the greatest figures in 20th
century Chinese literature (famed
for his attacks on Confucian values);
and a certain Mao Zedong (although
it was Chen, not Mao, who would
later become the CPC’s first leader).
The movement grabbed even
greater prominence on May 4th,
1919 after patriotic students
demonstrated against decisions imposed on China at the peace negotiations in Versailles. The protestors
came from about a dozen or so colleges in Beijing, marking the first
large-scale student demo since
China’s education system had converted from Confucian-style teaching to more Western-inspired
universities.
Why were the students so upset?
China declared itself neutral at the
start of the First World War and
3
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warned foreign powers not to fight
each other on Chinese soil. These
wishes were ignored when Japan
sent troops to Qingdao in Shandong
province to oust the Germans from
their concession there (Japan’s only
battle during the Great War).
Knowing it could not drive the
Japanese soldiers out of Shandong,
the Chinese government turned to
the Allies and declared war on Germany in 1917 as well. Some 140,000
Chinese, largely from Shandong,
were recruited as non-combatant
workers and sent to help the Entente forces in Europe. (According
to a report by the Guardian newspaper in 2014, at least 20,000 of
this forgotten Chinese Labour
Corps died doing dangerous work
such as clearing minefields and
digging trenches.)
In return the Chinese hoped that
the Shandong peninsula would be
wrested from Japanese control in
the post-war settlement. Nevertheless, none of China’s demands were
taken seriously by the trio of decisionmakers (Britain, France and the
US) after hostilities ceased. The resulting Treaty of Versailles even
granted formal approval to the
Japanese to take over former German concessions in China.
After learning what had been decided in Paris, some 3,000 students
took to the streets in Beijing and
protested in Tiananmen Square. The
demonstrations swept through the
rest of the country as workers went
on strike as well. The primary target
of the protest was Japan, with the
demonstrators calling for a boycott
of Japanese goods. They also demanded an end to the extraterritorial privileges of other foreign
powers on Chinese soil. Much of the
anger, of course, was vented at their
own government.
How did May Fourth lead to the
CPC’s rise?
The quest for a new style of govern-

May Fourth leader: Chen Duxiu
ment – as a means to rejuvenate the
country – now took on a new urgency for Chinese intellectuals.
More than 400 publications sprang
up to spread new ideas and ideologies. Science and democracy were
two of the focal points for the new
thinking, serving as the Chinese
equivalent to the French Revolution
motto of “liberte, egalite, fraternite”.
“We believe only these two gentlemen can bring salvation from all
the political, cultural and intellectual darkness in China,” Chen Duxiu
wrote in New Youth in 1919.
Other ideologies and beliefs
were competing to fill the vacuum
left by the collapse of Confucian
values.
Recent research has noted that
of the 1,529 articles published in
Chen’s New Youth from 1915 to
1926, only three focused specifically on the merits of democracy.
On the contrary, one third of the
articles were about socialism.
This recent effort to “quantify”
the “May Fourth spirit”, published
by a historian at Peking University
in 2016, has been disputed. Nevertheless it points to an argument the
CPC makes: that many intellectuals,
possibly inspired by the Russian

Revolution of 1917, were turning to
Marxism as the best means to modernise China.
Thanks to the influence of New
Youth, Chen Duxiu was a rock star
for students at the time. He was also
turning leftward politically – stirred
by how the Bolsheviks had revived
an underdeveloped nation through
the overthrow of the tsar. His sympathy with liberal views was further
strained by what he saw as the broken promises of the major democracies during the Versailles
negotiations.
Chen was imprisoned for a few
months for his role in provoking
the May Fourth uprisings and
shortly after his release he became
a Marxist in Shanghai. With backing
from the Comintern (the international organisation that advocated
world communism), he founded a
communist group and in July 1921
the first National Party Congress of
the CPC was held with 13 attending
members (see WiC380). They
elected Chen as Party secretary and
he would lead the Party for the next
seven years. He was expelled from
the CPC shortly afterwards – a victim of one of the perennial power
struggles between its senior figures.
Another of the CPC’s founding
members was Mao Zedong. The 28
year-old was working as a librarian
at Peking University when the New
Culture Movement came to prominence. He witnessed firsthand how
a student-led uprising had challenged traditional values and he
worked closely with Chen, whom
Mao later described to the journalist
Edgar Snow as having more influence on reshaping his thinking than
anyone else.
When Mao became China’s
leader in 1949, he claimed that the
May Fourth Movement was an essential step towards the fulfillment
of
his
Communist
revolution. Some have argued that
May Fourth might have had an4
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other fateful influence too: providing a precedent for Mao’s Cultural Revolution and its attack on
traditional Confucian practices.
How is the CPC celebrating the anniversary of May Fourth?
With founding members such as
Chen taking a leading role, the CPC
sees itself as the rightful heir to
events a hundred years ago. In 1999
and 2009 the members of the ruling
Politburo turned up for gatherings
to commemorate May Fourth and
the Party held another high-profile
meeting on Tuesday to celebrate the
100th anniversary, with President
Xi addressing the rally.
Hong Kong’s Ming Pao newspaper noted that it was the first time
that the Party’s most senior leader
had given a keynote speech in commemoration of May Fourth since
Mao’s day. The movement, Xi proclaimed, gave birth to a great revolutionary spirit among Chinese
students, including “patriotism,
progress, democracy and science,
with patriotism at the core”.
“It is very shameful if a person
isn’t patriotic, or even deceives or
betrays the motherland,” Xi declared. “In contemporary China, the
essence of patriotism is to combine
one’s love for the country with love
for the Party and socialism.”
Were comparisons made to the students of today?
Xi was addressing an audience at the
Great Hall of the People, mainly attended by members of the Youth
League of the CPC. “Refuse to be opportunistic and stay away from
thinking oneself too clever. Think
about where your happiness comes
from and understand how to repay
it with a grateful heart. Thank the
Party, thank the country and thank
society and the people,” he told
those attending.
Some of the footage of the
speech on state television sparked

Planet China
Strange but true stories from the new China
THE CRANE POSITION. Plenty of towns and cities in China are known
for producing something well known (most famously Moutai, a prestigious
baijiu alcohol of the same name).
Liuzhou in Guangxi is celebrated for
something rather different: growing the
wood regarded as the best for making
coffins. But last week it made headlines for
something else: the invention of ‘air yoga’.
This happened after a group of women
from a local yoga school caused a
sensation by posting photos of themselves
in various mid-air poses. Their intention
was to take photos of themselves amid the
city’s blossoming bauhinia trees. So as not
to damage the tree branches, they hired a crane and hung off it, striking
poses in their leotards. The images were then posted on WeChat and
soon went viral as netizens marvelled at the lengths they’d gone to for the
unique snaps. A “sense of beauty and danger,” one fan applauded of the
shots. With the danger in mind, the yoga school later told media that only
students with professional training were allowed to dangle from the crane.

debates online. In it, one group of
students in purple shirts is seen
lounging in their seats and talking
amongst themselves. In contrast,
representatives from the Chinese
navy are sitting ramrod straight
just behind them, almost as if they
are taking part in a parade. One inference, netizens thought, was that
the students have something to
learn about discipline and respect
from their peers in the military
Not that the students would be
encouraged to repeat the endeavours of their more celebrated predecessors. Back in 1919 the students
led marches, established protest
groups and published journals in a
wave of cultural activism.
Similar enthusiams are frowned
upon by the authorities today. Indeed students from a number of
leading universities have taken to
the streets touting their Marxist beliefs in arguing for workers’ rights
over the last year. News of these
protests has been curtailed in the

domestic media and their organisers have been investigated and detained.
Of course, the authorities in Beijing will also be very aware that another
key
anniversary
is
approaching – this time marking
what Xinhua has termed the “political turmoil between the Spring and
Summer of 1989”.
Hence Xi’s speech this week focused squarely on the patriotic sentiment of the May Fourth
Movement, largely omitting the
calls of the time for democracy.
Nor were there any commemorative marches or rallies to remember the events of a century ago,
reflecting the official disapproval of
mass gatherings of this kind. Instead the celebration was carefully
calibrated in a closed-door meeting,
with Xi’s speech as the centrepiece.
A sensitive year for commemorations of historical events?
“Anniversaries, especially of events
5
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that the authorities see as worth
marking, are important because
they can open up space for gatherings and for discussions of the past
that can easily incorporate criticisms of the present,” Jeffrey
Wasserstrom, professor of Chinese
history at UC Irvine, told the Financial Times.
“A central conundrum of today’s
China is that the authorities seem
to have things well under control,
yet remain twitchy [about any potential for discontent],” he added.
That kind of interpretation is
backed by those who believe that
the sudden announcement of three
extra days of official holiday
around May 1 – Labour Day in China
– was a strategy to keep things calm
in a busy year of key anniversaries.
(An alternative interpretation: it
was another effort to stimulate the
economy by boosting spending on
shopping and tourism.)
There are more anniversaries to
follow this year, including October 1
celebrations of 70 years since Mao
proclaimed the founding of a “new
China” in Tiananmen Square. The
propaganda machine looks set to go

Mao: keen on May Fourth
all out in promoting that date. Expect calls for a nationwide rejoicing
of China’s rejuvenated status on the
world stage.
Perhaps one key lesson that
Western policymakers can derive
from May Fourth is what the China
of a hundred years ago means to Xi.
Back in 1919 decisions about Chinese sovereignty were made in a
foreign city by Lloyd George,

Woodrow Wilson and Georges
Clemenceau. They stirred a defiant
response from a proud nation.
Since then there have been other
moments of suffering and humiliation at foreign hands, especially
during the Second World War when
Japan sought to conquer the entire
Chinese mainland.
Fast forward to 2019 and the
message from 1919 is a potent one
for Xi. Simply put, he cannot be
seen to give ground on any issue relating to Chinese sovereignty. That
impacts China’s ongoing territorial
disputes – some involving the ownership of islands (think of the maritime disputes in the South China
Sea or the clashes with Japan over
the area it terms the Senkakus and
China calls the Diaoyus) as well as
its border disagreements with India
(see WiC374).
The legacy of May 4, 1919 is a
major one: where China sees its territorial sovereignty under threat
there will be not an inch of compromise and in the decade ahead that
could have major ramifications for
regional stability and, most especially, the future of Taiwan. n

Say it with flowers

Illustration: Ming

Horticultural exhibitions aren’t normally hotspots for
international diplomacy but the International
Horticultural Exhibition that began in Beijing this week
has achieved just such a feat.
More than 100 countries are represented (not the
Americans, it seems) but it is the attendance of the
Vatican that has caused the biggest stir, because it is
one of the few remaining holdouts in recognising the
People’s Republic of China diplomatically.
The Global Times reports that ties have been
improving since last year, following a temporary
agreement on the appointment of Catholic bishops in
China, and a spokesperson for the Holy See said that
its 200 square metre pavilion at the gardening expo is
designed to “create a climate of dialogue”.
The pavilion also features rare books from the
Vatican’s library on topics like the cultivation of herbs

and the medicinal properties of plants.
The China Daily expects 16 million to visit the
exhibition in Beijing over its 162-day run. The event –
which the domestic media is describing as ‘a classroom
for learning Xi Jinping’s ecological civilisation’ –
attracted 35,000 on its opening day on Monday.
6
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A Sino-Indian oil deal afoot?
The major news items from China this week were...

The Economic Times is reporting that India and China
are in late-stage negotiations to establish a consolidated bloc to buy oil. The Asian giants, two of the world's
largest importers of oil, are said to be near a deal to undermine OPEC’s premiums on prices charged for oil sold
to Asian countries, the Indian newspaper says. Tightening US sanctions on Iran may be speeding up the SinoIndian talks: China is Iran’s biggest buyer of oil, while
India is the third after Japan.

1

Research by the Nikkei Asian Review has suggested
that Taiwanese companies like Foxconn, whose
founder is making a bid for the island’s presidency, have
been receiving hundreds of millions of dollars in tax
breaks and subsidies from Beijing. Uni-President and
Tingyi, two leading beverage and instant noodle companies, have also received substantial grants, which in some
cases have amounted to more than 10% of annual net
profits. The funding will stir suspicions about China’s ties
to some of the island's most influential businesses, the
newspaper said.

2

China’s leading steel association has called for “high
vigilance” in controlling capacity after signs that rising prices are tempting steelmakers to boost production.
National output reached a record of 928 million tonnes
last year, or about half of global production, despite a reduction in excess capacity of around 150 million tonnes
between 2016 and 2018, according to Caixin. But the
China Steel and Iron Association warned that a surge in
supply in the first quarter of this year could soon out-

3

Game, set and match: Oppo sponsors Wimbledon
strip demand. It also pointed out that steelmakers are
unlikely to sustain last year’s historically high profits.
Europe’s largest telecoms company Vodafone identified hidden backdoors in software that could have
given Huawei access to its fixed-line network in Italy,
Bloomberg reported this week. The case, from 2011, led to
Vodafone ordering the Chinese telecom giant to remove
the backdoors from home internet routers. Vodafone
then discovered that this hadn’t happened as Huawei had
promised and it uncovered more vulnerabilities in other
parts of the network, including gateways that handle subscriber authentication and access to the internet.

4

China’s top environmental watchdog is about to
launch a new round of air pollution inspections in a
bid to get to grips with deteriorating air quality in a
number of northern cities in the first quarter of this
year. The China Daily reports that weather conditions
are partly to blame for the worsening pollution ratings
but the watchdog says that is no excuse for officials who
fail to fulfill their duties in controlling emissions.

5

Chinese smartphone brand Oppo has signed a fiveyear deal with the All England Lawn Tennis Club —
home to the Wimbledon tennis tournament — to become the first Asian partner in the club’s 142-year history. The first smartphone brand to do a deal with the
club, Oppo joins longstanding sponsors including tennis ball supplier Slazenger (since 1902) and soft drinks
firm Robinsons (since 1935). n
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Too much of this in China
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Not so bright
China’s only private sector oil baron goes under

or WiC readers of a certain vintage, there really are only two
oilmen worthy of note: JR Ewing
and Cliff Barnes. The two Texans
spent much of the final quarter of
the twentieth century slugging it
out on primetime TV.
Cliff Barnes was the perennial
loser in his oil-obsessed feuds with
his hated brother-in-law (sadly, Ken
Kercheval, the actor who played him
in Dallas, died last week).
But it seems his characterisation
in the fictional show lives on
through a real world counterpart.
And he hails from China.
The latter is a country where
American-style, freewheeling, cigarchomping, bourbon-chasing oil
barons are pretty thin on the
ground. The industry is instead
dominated by a trio of state-owned
heavyweights, or the ‘three barrels
of oil’, to use their local monicker
(they are CNOOC, PetroChina,
Sinopec).
In fact, as we wrote in WiC111,
there has only ever been one private
sector oil magnate. His name is Xue
Guanglin, also known in Cantonese
as Sit Kwong-lam, the founder of
Hong Kong-listed Brightoil.
Xue shares a number of attributes with Barnes. For starters, both
men know what it is to dream big,
achieve success, miscalculate and
then lose it all. Back in 2010, Xue was
one of China’s richest men, worth
Rmb19.75 billion ($2.93 billion). Yet
this month, Xue was declared bankrupt by the Hong Kong courts. However, in the kind of fighting spirit
that would have made Barnes
proud, he is refusing to take his de-

F
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feat lying down.
The court adjudicated on behalf
of Vietnam’s state-owned oil company Petrolimex, which is owed
$30.25 million. Xue personally guaranteed the debt and the default has
also triggered his removal as
Brightoil’s chairman and executive
director.
Xue says he is appealing the verdict and aims to be reinstated as
chairman. But in many ways this situation is just the latest misfortune
to strike him ever since Brightoil’s
shares were suspended from trading in October 2017 – when the company was unable to file its financial
reports to regulators as required.
Things started to go wrong when
he decided to vertically integrate his
oil trading business. In early 2014,
he spent $1.046 billion moving upstream by purchasing Anadarko’s
Chinese unit. His timing could not
have been worse. That June, oil
prices hit $115 a barrel. Only 18
months later, they fell below $35.
Brightoil’s profits collapsed and its
debts became unsustainable.
It hasn’t released financial results
since 2017, but it recently said that
had it done so, it would have
recorded a HK$452 million ($57.6
million) net loss during the last six
months of 2018. Its debts amount
to roughly $1.9 billion, although
Caixin says CNOOC handed
Brightoil a $700 million lifeline at
the turn of the year.
Over the past few years, Xue has
also been trying to diversify into the
new economy, launching China’s
first internet petroleum finance
platform. This allows users to buy

Xue: same fate as Cliff Barnes?
oil online and then store it – for car
owners this offers a hedge against
petrol pump prices.
However, it appears that Xue’s
star has well and truly waned on the
mainland. In a rather stinging profile, Sina Finance quoted a former
employee who recalled that Tencent’s Pony Ma took one look at the
platform and didn’t think it was
good enough.
The news service also suggests
that while vision and persistence
paid off when Xue first entered the
oil business, luck played a large
part in his rise too. It highlights as
well how his ferocious work ethic
makes him extremely unpopular
with managers, who resent having
to attend meetings in the middle
of the night.
Xue rarely gives interviews and
has a reputation for secrecy. His
company’s Hong Kong flotation, for
example, was structured as a backdoor listing. It has also never been
clear how he gained a coveted oil
trading license in 1992 after arriving in Shenzhen with just
Rmb2,000 in his pocket. Before that
he studied philosophy in Nanjing
and today there is a university building there named after him. But he
wouldn’t likely react ‘philosophically’
to one of JR Ewing’s most famous
put-downs to Barnes: “I’m surprised
you’re not a better loser after all the
experience you’ve had.” n
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Getting back on track
Xi Jinping presses reboot button at the Belt and Road Forum

one down the rhetoric, improve
the oversight and show more of
the results. For months that’s been
the advice on offer to Belt and Road
policymakers and there were signs
that the message was getting
through as dozens of state leaders
joined thousands of officials and investors at the second Belt and Road
Forum in Beijing last week.
The meeting was decidedly
lower-profile than the inaugural
gathering two years ago. There wasn’t even an update on the cumulative amount that has been invested
under the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI) banner since then (a hard habit
to break for the hosts, who then
hailed the $64 billion of deals signed
during the three-day event).
Otherwise the Chinese leader –
and BRI architect – Xi Jinping stuck
to a newer focus on delivering “highquality” projects, a term that didn’t
feature in the communiqué from
the forum two years ago, and a commitment to investment that “will be
open, green and clean”.
Critics say that the proof is in the
pudding for promises of this kind.
But it’s also true that the Chinese
have been working on ways to improve the delivery of BRI investment
for months. One of the directives is a
more centralised hand on how potential projects are reviewed and another is closer control of how companies are allowed to badge their
deals with the BRI brand – following
a flurry of transactions with no clear
linkages to the policy’s goals.
The National Development and
Reform Commission is said to be
working on a list of projects that will

T

Xi: toasting a new approach
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be formally acknowledged by the
central government, while a new
code of conduct is being implemented for the country’s stateowned enterprises – by far the most
active players in the BRI universe –
on how they should be auditing existing projects and doing due diligence on prospective ones.
Another of WiC’s bugbears with
the BRI is that not enough effort is
going into showcasing the results
(see WiC437) and there were signs of
a sea-change here as well – with the
joint statement at the end of the forum making reference to some of
the star performers. The list included the ports at Gwadar in Pakistan and Piraeus in Greece, as well
as railway construction in Laos,
Thailand, Hungary and Serbia.
There is still much more to do but
at least there was recognition that
the BRI needs refreshing after
months of angst about ‘debt-trap
diplomacy’ and disillusioned partners who want to renegotiate. While

the reboot happens, activity has
slowed markedly too: China’s direct
investment in Belt and Road countries grew 4.2% in the first quarter of
this year, well below the 22.4%
growth of the same period a year ago.
Another way of taking the policy’s pulse is to look at who turned
up, not just what was said. And despite many months of critical coverage, few of the existing partners
seem to have stayed away. For instance, attendees included nine of
the 10 leaders of countries from
ASEAN, where some of the larger
projects are most advanced, with
only Indonesia missing because it
is in the middle of counting the
votes in its presidential election.
Vladimir Putin was there showing Russia’s support again. Perhaps
more significantly, Malaysian leader
Mahathir Mohamad made his second visit to Beijing in as many years
and he talked about how he is back
on side with the BRI, following
months of opposition to deals approved by his predecessor. The renegotiated terms for the East Coast
Rail Link, the most contentious of
the projects in question, will have
helped with his change of heart – its
price was reportedly slashed by the
Chinese side by 30%.
Imran Khan, Pakistan’s prime
minister, softened similar criticism
of his own, describing the BRI as “a
model of collaboration, partnership,
connectivity and shared prosperity”.
Giuseppe Conte, the Italian
leader, was another high-profile participant. A few weeks ago Rome had
caused a stir by becoming the first
G7 nation to sign up for the BRI (see
9
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WiC445). A similar accord signed by
Switzerland also had the country’s
president Ueli Maurer in Beijing, as
representatives from European
countries accounted for about a
third of the forum’s top-level guests.
There were even delegates from
heavyweights like Germany and
France – countries that have been
the most open in expressing their
concerns – although they sent senior ministers rather than their heads
of government. Notably Philip Hammond, the UK’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, hailed the “truly epic ambition” of the BRI during his Beijing
trip last week.
There were no representatives
again at the forum this year from India, which is suspicious about Chinese intentions, and only a junior
one from Japan, which channels
most of its infrastructure spending
through a longer-standing programme of its own.
No one turned up from Washington either, which was a different situation to two years ago when a representative from the National
Security Council made relatively

conciliatory comments. Since then
the Trump administration has been
more vocal in its warnings that the
BRI’s benefits are going to flow overwhelmingly in Beijing’s direction.
No doubt the White House is
more focused at the moment on
talks to resolve the trade row and
the Chinese didn’t allude to the
American absence, probably for
similar reasons.
An editorial in the Global Times
showed more bite in asking whether
the Americans “have lost their abilities to use logic and common sense,
and even rational thinking” on Belt
and Road matters. “Lying, being farfetched and holding such opinions
will not have any real influence,” it
added, describing the BRI plan as “a
groundbreaking international endeavour for the 21st century”.
Beijing may also have concluded
that the holdouts will be hard to win
over and it is better to focus on
more receptive audiences like the
Europeans, who have been resisting
calls from Washington to give Xi Jinping’s signature foreign policy a
wider berth.

Hence the regular mentions in
Xi’s speeches of so-called “thirdparty market cooperation” in which
developed nations could join some
of the infrastructure deals in Belt
and Road countries. Bringing in
partners would dilute the financial
burden for the Chinese (something
that has been causing concerns at
home) and it might spread the reputational risk in cases where things
go wrong. What’s more, it plays to
European assumptions that their
guiding hand will deliver higher
standards in transparency and governance (one of the ways that the
Italians justified signing up to the
BRI a few weeks ago).
All this left Xi in effusive mood,
telling the summit’s delegates: “Today’s China is already at a new historic point. Despite the glory of our
achievements, there are still mountains to be scaled.” The China Daily
was also in effusive mood putting a
record three separate photos of Xi
above the fold on its front page on
Tuesday. These related to three BRI
articles involving Switzerland, Portugal and Nepal. n

World of Weibo: a bruised Apple?
While most companies scramble to curate content to increase their
social media presence, tech giant Apple has a very different
strategy. It uses Facebook, but mainly to push ads during the
holidays to promote new products. Even though it has 2.7 million
followers on its official Twitter account it has never tweeted.
There is a reason for being low-key, some reckon, as Apple
could avoid negative comments from users clogging its feeds.
That is indeed a problem because when Apple finally created its
first social media account in China on Sina Weibo – which aimed to
dispense technical support and tips to Chinese customers – the
response proved overwhelming. Overwhelmingly bad, that is.
So far, Apple has only sent out three weibo posts. Within a few
hours of the first being sent – which simply said “hello.”– it was
flooded with more than 15,000 questions and complaints about the
new iPhone. One netizen asked, “Can I swap the Qualcomm chip
on my iPhone XS Max?” Before Apple could respond, another
netizen chimed in: “The signal on the XS phone is rubbish.”
The Chinese are not the only ones complaining about the poor
signal strength of the iPhone XS and XS Max. Since their release

last September, consumers around the world have made a fuss
about the weak wireless reception and call signals, which can lead
to calls dropping. Apple has never acknowledged such a problem
exists.
There were other pressing questions from Chinese netizens:
some asked what to do when the GPS wasn’t working on their
phone while others wondered why their iPhone screens look
yellow. Apple made an effort to reply to each question and thanked
the users for their support. However, all the answers were fairly
similar, which led TechWeb to suggest that the tech giant is using
AI chatbots to generate the automated responses.
Since saying “hello” on April 23, Apple has garnered over
160,000 followers on Sina Weibo (Tim Cook, Apple’s CEO, who
posts frequently about his activities in China, has almost 1.2 million
followers on the same platform). On Tuesday Apple unveiled its
most recent quarterly results. Its sales in Greater China fell 22%
year-on-year – though the Wall Street Journal pointed out that was
an improvement on the prior quarter, with Cook ascribing it to
Chinese VAT cuts that led to lower iPhone prices.

:
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A market that’s hard to milk
Fonterra resets agenda in China after Beingmate fallout

he term ‘sour milk’ is pertinent
to the attempts of many international dairy firms to enter the
huge China market. Many have set
up joint ventures or partnerships
but then watched aghast as the tieups curdled.
A landmark case: last year Royal
FrieslandCampina called it quits as a
liquidity crunch at its local partner
China Huishan saw their JV fail. In
March France’s biggest dairy cooperative Sodiaal also took over most
of the Brittany-based infant-formula
plant operated with China’s Synutra
when the latter struggled to deliver
on promised Chinese sales.
So the divorce between Fonterra
and Hangzhou infant formula
maker Beingmate – finalised recently – was not the biggest of surprises. The two parties reached an
agreement to part ways with
Fonterra gaining full ownership of
its production plant in Australia’s
Darnum and taking back the marketing rights for its Anmum brand
in China at no cost. The deal was followed by the resignation from Beingmate’s board of Christina Zhu,
Fonterra’s head of Greater China operations.
Beingmate soon signed a deal to
sell a 5.09% stake to a unit of the
state-owned bad debt manager Great
Wall and the sale has fanned speculation that Fonterra might soon divest its 18.8% interest in Beingmate
as well.
After years of lossmaking, Beingmate triggered a NZ$405 million ($270 million) Fonterra writedown in the first half of last year
(see WiC403), which angered the
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New Zealand’s big udder market
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cooperative’s 10,500 farmer shareholders. Although Beingmate returned to profit in 2018 and escaped delisting from the Shenzhen
bourse, the turnaround was largely
fuelled by asset disposals, Yema Financial, a zimeiti blog, reports.
That included offloading 12 properties and the Rmb166 million
($24.6 million) sale of an equity
stake in its babyfood unit.
So how is the Kiwi dairy firm going to develop in the Middle Kingdom after its second botched alliance (the first being with Sanlu,
which was at the centre of the
melamine scandal in 2008; see
WiC75)? Well, the company is not
backing away from the Chinese market – not least as that would mean
shaving 20% from its revenues,
based on its annual results in 2018.
Instead it is striking out on its own.
Two weeks ago Fonterra announced that it would start selling
fresh milk in China under its flagship label Anchor. As opposed to its

offerings under a partnership with
Alibaba’s Hema Supermarket and
Carrefour, Fonterra’s new dairy
range will be marketed solely under
the Anchor brand, marking the first
time that a foreign brand has entered the country’s fresh milk market. More significantly, it will source
raw milk from China. Fonterra now
operates two farms in Shanxi and
Hebei – from which it has supplied
third parties such as Mengniu – and
a third one, under construction in
Shandong, will take production to 1
billion litres of milk a year by 2020.
Demand for pasteurised milk has
been on the rise in China. Sales are
expected to grow 18.5% annually on
a compound basis and reach Rmb7
billion over the next three years, as
more health-conscious consumers
change their diets. Improved cold
storage supply chains can now better cope with the growing market.
Research by state-owned Bright
Dairy also concluded earlier this year
that China’s pasteurised milk is an
under-penetrated segment, representing just 14% of the liquid milk
market, versus 98% or above in the
US, Britain and Japan. The Shanghaibased company (where former Chinese leader Jiang Zemin worked for a
brief stint in the 1950s) currently
leads China’s fresh milk market with
a 48.5% share.
Another area of growth that
Fonterra is trying to tap into: local
delicacies like cheese tea and cheese
shrimps. In fact, over 500 million
cups of cheese tea use Anchor’s
whipping cream each year, notes
Sina.com. “We don’t just supply ingredients, we also explore with our
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clients how to integrate cream, butter, and cheese into their products,”
Fonterra’s Zhu told Jiemian (so far
the New Zealand firm has concocted
over 50 kinds of crossover ‘dairy’
foods for the Chinese palate).
She will be hoping to replicate
Fonterra’s success in pizzas. Zhu also
told the local news portal that
roughly one in every two cheese pizzas sold in China features its Kiwi
mozzarella.
Stoked a storm in a cheesy teacup

In very poor
taste indeed
Durex blasted for racy online
ads run with HeyTea
n 2009 Burger King landed itself
in hot water because of a raunchy
advertisement in Singapore. It featured a blonde woman agape at one
of the chain’s seven-inch burgers
with the words below saying: “Fill
your desire for something long,
juicy and flame-grilled with the
NEW BK SUPER SEVEN INCHER”.
The material was slammed for its
explicit innuendo. The model wasn’t happy about how her image was
used in the ad either and she later
protested on a YouTube video entitled “Burger King digitally-raped
my face”.
‘Sex sells’ is a popular marketing
mantra – but only when a balance is
struck. More often than not, overly
erotic gimmicks backfire and embarrass the brands being advertised.
In China the British condom brand
Durex and Shenzhen-based teahouse chain HeyTea have proven the
latest casualties.
On April 19 a series of posters
were released for Durex’s none-toosubtle “ForOneNight” campaign on
Sina Weibo. One was a co-branding
effort with HeyTea, most famous in
China for its cheese-topped tea. The

I

online ad showed a teacup with a
creamy droplet and the slogan
“Tonight, not a single drop left”. Accompanying the ad were some titillating exchanges between the two
firms: “Hi, do you still remember our
second date, when I said to you: ‘Your
first bite is the most precious’?”
asked Durex. “Hi DuDu, I remember
the date,” HeyTea replied, “We agreed
from that day onwards, my cheese
will always be on your lips.”
Netizens generally found the
double entendre hard to stomach,
calling it “lowbrow” and “nauseating”. It took little time for the hashtag “DurexCopywriteBlunder” to become the most searched item on
weibo.
“A lot of people might think that
the advertisement of a product designed for safe sex must be all about
‘sex’. But all previous copywriting of
Durex revolved around the idea of
‘love’,” wrote a weibo user, citing earlier Durex promotions.
In fact, Durex’s ads in China have
often won plaudits for their originality. In 2011, for example, it got a
lot of attention by demonstrating
how sneakers – wrapped in condoms
– could be protected during rainy
days. And early last year, it issued a
series of acclaimed animal-themed
posters that partnered with brands
such as Lacoste and Puma.
The shift in style is attributable
to Durex’s recent switch of advertising agencies, according to Huxiu. In

the seven years prior to late 2018 the
UK brand had always relied on the
creative input of Beijing-based digital agency SocialBeta, which also
counts e-commerce operator JD.com
and dating app Momo as its customers. Its current agency NeOne
was established in Shanghai five
years ago.
According to Huxiu, SocialBeta’s
high fees – tens of millions of yuan
per annum – were widely thought
to be the reason for the creative parting of ways. However, some netizens,
disappointed by the more vulgar recent campaign, have reminded
Durex of the maxim: you get what
you pay for.
As for HeyTea, the partnership
has backfired too. “I was thinking
about buying a cup of HeyTea before
hopping onto the high-speed train,
but once I saw the ad I don’t even
want to have a sip of their tea,” commented one disgruntled weibo user.
According to food delivery company Meituan Dianping, which handled over 210 million milk tea orders
last year, 95% of its female users under the age of 26 buy milk tea on a
weekly basis.
A big share is thought to be made
by HeyTea, which has pioneered creative, new-style teas. Its success has
also prompted a lot of imitators,
which partly explains why HeyTea
wanted to differentiate itself with an
edgier marketing campaign.
The ad has caused consternation
at multiple levels. Indeed owing to
the country’s tightened regulatory
environment – which has affected
content created by zimeiti bloggers,
short-video streaming sites and TV
dramas – HeyTea and Durex
quickly and apologetically retracted their posts.
Instead they came up with a new
illustration and slogan, which read
“Tonight, you’re my nice guy.”
(“Nice guy” sounds like naigai in
Mandarin, meaning “cheese topping”). n
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Smart buys for smart people
Half price homes in Hohhot for those with the requisite ‘talent’

o attract the best employees,
tech companies have showered
their staff with perks like concierge
services, massages and gourmet
canteens. Companies like Facebook
and Google are now tackling a bigger complaint from their workforces – not being able to afford a
home in prohibitively expensive
Silicon Valley.
In Mountain View, where the median home is priced at $1.6 million
and the average one-bedroom apartment rents for $2,800 a month,
search giant Google will build 5,000
homes under an agreement brokered with the local government.
Facebook, too, is building 1,500
apartments in Menlo Park. It has
agreed to offer 225 of them at below-market rates but the most likely
tenants of the full-price units are
company employees.
In China cities are trying out
housing incentives in the name of
talent acquisition too. The local government of Hohhot – the capital
city of Inner Mongolia with a population of about 3.1 million – is offering a range of new flats at a deep
discount. People who have graduated within the past three years, and
who are married and working in the
science and technology sectors,
have a chance of getting them at
half the market price. The caveat:
purchasers of homes under the programme won’t be allowed to sell
within five years of buying and buyers have to live and work in Hohhot
to get the discount.
While the local government did
not say how many flats it was planning to build or when they would
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Hohhot: looking for talent
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become available, officials say that
the units will go on sale soon. At the
same time, the city is rolling out a
rental housing programme for university graduates which would
waive rents for the first two years in
the new homes.
The new initiatives reflect a
growing trend among cities to offer financial incentives in a bid to
attract the best talent, especially
young graduates, who tend to look
for work in more developed locations. “More and more cities are entering the battle for talent, which is
in line with the Chinese economy’s
critical transition from traditional
to innovation-led growth,” Song
Ding, vice director of the China Urban Economy Expert Committee,
told the Global Times.
More than 60 cities – including
Xi’an, Nanjing and Wuhan – have introduced ‘talent settlement’ policies
to attract graduates, according to
data from Centaline Property Research Centre. Ningbo in Zhejiang
province is another city offering
house purchase rebates of between
Rmb150,000 and Rmb600,000

($89,106) for academic experts, researchers and scientists, says National Business Daily.
Some of these schemes have been
cited more as subterfuge for efforts
to prop up local housing markets –
especially in cities where the central government’s cooling measures
have had most impact.
Hohhot’s housing market has
been in a slump, for instance. In
2018, total investment in real estate
development was down 27% from a
year earlier to Rmb17.4 billion.Residential sales have been slowing too:
just 431 and 116 units were sold respectively in January and February.
For comparison, 3,181 units were
purchased last August. In March,
Hohhot had 197 transactions, compared with 2,619 units the prior
year, a significant drop.
“Hohhot’s incentive programme
is actually very narrow and there are
very few buyers who can qualify.
However, for college students who
have graduated within the last three
years, the policy encourages them
to buy a house. It reveals the real intention of the local government for
the housing market,” reckons Economic Daily.
Experts also say that if the city’s
goal is to boost its appeal to a
younger, more productive workforce, simply offering cheap housing is not going to solve the problem. “To attract talent, there needs to
be sustainable job opportunities for
them. For Hohhot, there aren’t
many large enterprises apart from
those in the dairy, tobacco, photovoltaic and animal feed industries.
So the introduction of competitive
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sectors is far more important than
bringing in talent. While all the
cities are rushing to court the best
talent, what they don’t understand
is that giving them opportunities
and space for growth is far more important,” Yang Fei, an economic professor, wrote.

A dash for cash

Tahoe’s boss: Huang Qisen

Graft scandal embroils Tahoe
roperty developers in China
have at least one strategy in
common: they all want to forge
good relationships with the local
governments where they operate.
Tahoe Group was typical in what is
termed locally as guanxi management (i.e. milking connections with
the powerful). Such was its focus on
firming up friendships that the
Fuzhou-based firm poached eight
senior officials from local government roles and regulatory bodies
last summer to join its real estate
operation. Tahoe was building a
“dream team”, the local media
swooned at the time.
But the dream is turning into a
nightmare as one of those new recruits has gone missing at a time
when Tahoe tries to get out of deep
financial trouble.
The executive in question, Yu
Zhisheng, only joined the company
as a vice president last May. The 45
year-old was previously a Party official working in Shenzhen’s judicial department, before quitting the
role to join China Create Capital
(CCC), now a disgraced asset management firm.
Soon after he joined Tahoe to
head the group’s Shenzhen operation. Yu “has not been contactable”
by colleagues and business partners
since April 8, China Business News
reported last month. Other media
outlets have added to the story, re-
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porting that Yu is implicated in a
corruption scandal involving CCC
and his former supervisor at the
Shenzhen government.
On April 10, the Shenzhen government announced the arrest of
Zhang Wei, the founder of CCC,
along with 43 of his staff for “organising and taking part in gangster-related crimes” such as illegal
fundraising and even kidnapping.
According to Prism, a breaking
news platform run by Tencent, Yu
was close to Zhang, a former PLA officer, and was placed under investigation in relation to the same case
alongside Li Huanan, one of Shenzhen’s deputy Party chiefs.
Li was detained by graftbusters
last October and expelled from the
Party on April 10, the same day that
Zhang’s crimes started to emerge,
Prism reported.
A spokesman for Tahoe told journalists that Yu has taken a holiday
for personal reasons, although the
company said it has also confirmed
with local authorities that his disappearance has nothing to do with
his work with the Shenzhen-listed
developer.
Investors may not be convinced,
not least because Tahoe has been in
the bad books with stock market regulators for other reasons. Caixin
Weekly noted that Yu’s run-in with
investigators came just days after
Tahoe was told by the Shenzhen
bourse to explain some of its stock

market dealings.
The litany of negative news
seems to be deterring some of the
banks from doing business with the
property firm, which has tipped
Tahoe into a cash crunch. Property
consultant CRIC ranks Tahoe as the
country’s 20th largest developer by
contracted sales. But its market
value has fallen nearly 40% since
the start of 2018 to about Rmb22 billion as of this week.
According to the South China
Morning Post, Tahoe has also been
trying to offload 12 developments
projects over the past two years to
cut debt, after paying Rmb40 billion
($5.9 billion) for the projects, with
the most recent plot bought last December. Since March it has switched
into selling mode, Sina Finance
points out, disposing of three projects to Hong Kong-listed Shimao
Group in a single week as it raced to
repay a Rmb3 billion bond.
Desperate to raise cash, Tahoe has
also been offering discounts of 30%
or more on sales of units at three of
its Beijing developments, real estate
news portal Mingtiandi reported
earlier this year. Last week Tahoe announced another sale to Shimao,
this time of a 49% stake in a mixeduse project in Hangzhou, for
Rmb928 million.
A Bloomberg poll of analysts and
fund managers in January ranked
Tahoe as the Chinese developer
most at risk of defaulting. Some say
a good indicator of how urgently it
needs cash will become evident
from its readiness to offload its
best assets.
In this respect one of its crown
jewels is its Hong Kong insurance
arm, which it acquired from the Dah
Sing Financial for HK$10.6 billion
($1.38 billion) back in 2017. If Tahoe
wants to sell, there should be no
shortage of buyers given Chinese investors’ immense interest in Hong
Kong’s insurance business (see
WiC436. n
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Chips are down
Qualcomm shutters JV in Guizhou

n mid-April, Apple and Qualcomm called a halt on their
lengthy wrangle over patent royalties. The knock-on effects have been
felt in China, where the government
has been trying to loosen the US
semiconductor giant’s grip on mobile chip technology.
The estimates are that Apple will
pay about $7.50 per phone in royalties as a result of the truce and
Qualcomm will once more become
Apple’s sole supplier of mobile
phone chips.
In doing so, it displaces Intel,
which Apple had brought in to provide competition after accusing
Qualcomm of monopolistic pricing
practices. In turn Qualcomm had accused Apple of infringing its patents
by passing on core technology to
help Intel.
Yet Intel’s relative inexperience in
smartphone chip design threatened
Apple’s ability to launch 5G phones at
the same pace as rivals Huawei and
Samsung, forcing it back towards
Qualcomm.
Qualcomm has argued with
Huawei about a similar issue since
the Chinese giant stopped royalty
payments in April 2017. An interim
deal was agreed in January and analysts expect that the truce with Apple
should see Qualcomm push for a
fuller settlement with Huawei too.
Qualcomm is still being watched
closely by regulators. The European
Union fined it €1 billion last year for
antitrust behaviour over the way it
charged royalties and a US judge is
evaluating a Federal Trade Commission proposal along similar lines.
Both actions followed in the foot-
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steps of the Chinese government,
which fined Qualcomm $975 million in 2015 for antitrust behaviour
and forced it to start working with
domestic chip companies.
The entity that resulted from this
settlement was Huaxintong Semiconductors (HXT): a joint venture
that Qualcomm established with
the Guizhou provincial government
in 2016.
Qualcomm took a 45% stake in
HXT, which was tasked with designing advanced server chips. As we
wrote in WiC358, the plan looked
like one of the Chinese government’s fabled ‘win-win situations’.
The Guizhou authorities were building a reputation as the province to
base cloud computing centres in,
drawing on its cheaper electricity
and cooler climate. And the idea was
that HXT would design the chips
that power the servers going into all
the data centres.
For Qualcomm the JV had upside
in helping to diversify its product
range and compete head on with Intel in this chip category. However,
just as Intel has struggled to break
Qualcomm’s stranglehold over mobile chips, Qualcomm has found it
difficult to make a dent in Intel’s
dominant market share for semiconductors for servers.
That meant analysts weren’t too
surprised when the server chip business was one of the first casualties
of Qualcomm’s efforts to rein in
costs in the face of its multiple legal
battles, as well as a hostile takeover
attempt from Singapore-based
Broadcom last year.
Last December it was reported

In Beijing’s good books?
that Qualcomm was firing most of
the employees working in its data
centre business. HXT pledged to
carry on regardless as it had just
started mass production of its
Thang Long 4,800 server processor.
However, The Information reported
last month that HXT would also
shut down by the end of April.
As a blogger on Baijiahao concluded: “The JV was a goner the moment that Qualcomm announced it
was no longer in the server chip
business.”
Qualcomm still has another joint
venture in China, JLQ Technology,
which it set up in 2017. The partnership with Datang and two local private equity groups focuses on designing lower-end chips for
smartphones. It was also established
in Guizhou, but is switching its base
to western China’s tech hub,
Chengdu.
Qualcomm’s mixed messages on
its partnership strategy may signal a
more cautious approach to being
seen as aligning with the Made in
China 2025 campaign, which has
drawn fire from overseas as an aggressive, state-backed industrial
strategy. However, at least one local
party is unhappy with the tie-up
with JLQ on smartphone chips.
That’s Tsinghua Unigroup, which
has argued that the JLQ initiative is
a spoiling tactic to impede the
growth of its own Spreadtrum Communications, which operates in the
same segment. n
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Heroic figures at box office
Huge opening weekend for Marvel blockbuster indicates record haul

ie-hard Marvel fan Xiaoli had
waited anxiously for the release of Avengers: Endgame, the
final film in the Marvel Cinematic
Universe’s current series. So on
April 23, the day the blockbuster
came out in China, the 21 year-old
Hangzhou student rushed to her
local cinema with a few of her
friends. When the ending of the
three-hour
blockbuster
approached, Xiaoli was so distraught
that she sobbed openly in her seat.
Soon she was bawling so much
that she started to feel chest pain
and her feet felt numb, so her
friends rushed her to the hospital.
“I saw that the patient had been
breathing heavily, and according to
the description from her peers, we
thought that her crying had caused
hyperventilation,” Xiaoli’s doctor
told Hangzhou News. “We immediately gave her oxygen, reducing her
hyperventilation symptoms.”
While this reaction to the movie
might strike some as excessive,
Endgame’s takings in China have
been equally dramatic. The film has
already crushed box office records,
taking a colossal Rmb2.3 billion ($341
million) during its five-day debut,
the most for any film (local or overseas) in China. The strong momentum continued with the takings
surging past $500 million on Thursday – making it the first Hollywood
film to surpass half a billion dollars
in Chinese box office revenues.
The Marvel blockbuster couldn’t
have come at a better time for
China’s movie industry. Right before
the release, box office takings were
at a two-year low, calculated 21CN
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Scarlett Johansson is one of the many returning for Avengers: Endgame
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Business Herald. Between April 15
and 21, sales were Rmb401 million,
down 28.5% on the prior week, also
the lowest figure so far this year.
Endgame brought some sign of
life back to the sector. The film has
had a 95% share of takings since last
weekend and now hogs nearly 80%
of screenings across the entire country. Demand for tickets was so astronomical that virtually every
show was sold out, even though the
film was playing around the clock.
Because of its strong word of
mouth popularity – the film has a
rating of 8.8 out of 10 on Douban,
the film and TV review site – Chinese movie-ticket service Maoyan
predicts that ticket sales will continue to surge. It now reckons
Endgame will gross at least Rmb5
billion by the end of its run, which
would make it the best-performing

non-Chinese film ever. It remains to
be seen whether it might even surpass the Rmb5.7 billion record of
Wolf Warrior 2, which holds the
record as China’s highest grossing
film ever.
Marvel’s devotees in China,
meanwhile, are finding it sad to part
with the heroes. “The Marvel Universe used three hours to say goodbye to the fans. It is a gathering, a reunion and a farewell. As the final
instalment, I think the cast and directors have done their best. There is
plenty of laughter and a lot of tears.
Farewell, we look forward to the
next generation,” one gushed.
“At the midnight showing, there
were so many tears and so much applause. Such a poetic and selfless
ending! I wanted to scream and cry
and laugh and smile all at once.
Thank you Marvel, for giving all us
16
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fans the last decade,” another wept.
Endgame looks set to be 2019’s
top film, but other foreign productions did well in China in the first
quarter t0o (box office takings for
overseas films in that period rose
20.7% compared with a year ago).
Nor was it just the blockbusters like
Bumblebee and Alita: Battle Angel
that were popular; Green Book and
Bollywood film Andhadhun also enjoyed success.
Domestic films haven’t done as
well. According to data from Maoyan,
their first quarter sales were Rmb18.6
billion, down 7.9% year-on-year. The
one exception was sci-fi blockbuster
Wandering Earth which made
Rmb4.7 billion during the key Chinese New Year holiday period.
Endgame could benefit from a
holiday bump too. Normally the
Labour Day holiday on May 1 is a
single-day affair, but this year the
government has extended it by
three days, giving it more of the feel
of the week-long Lunar New Year or
the October holiday that takes place
around National Day. These longer
vacations give films a boost and in
this instance it is unexpected leisure
time, which may make a trip to the
cinema even more likely. Given the
unusually emotional reaction to the
film from diehard Marvel aficionados, it’s not hard to imagine many
will see it twice too.
The film’s popularity is also
throwing up some unusual situations for moviegoers. In one case in
a town in Zhejiang province, local
officials have taken the chance to
show photos of 60 longstanding
debtors during the closing credits
in a bid to shame them into paying
up. One man is already said to have
complied because his daughter was
planning to see the movie with
friends.
In Hong Kong, where Endgame
fever is showing little sign of subsiding either, one film fan has
learned that spoiling the movie for

Mandarin lessons: are dialects dying thanks to it and English?
others can have dangerous consequences as well. He reportedly
shouted its major plot lines to people who were waiting in line at a cinema. They were so angry that a
brawl ensued and a photo of the
‘spoiler’ circulated online, showing
him sitting on the street with his
head bleeding. Not exactly a superhero ending…

Unspoken issue
Are tiger parents and elite
education killing dialects?
f you were trying to come up
with a Chinese term that is
known around the world, what
would be a prime candidate? ‘Kung
fu’, perhaps, which is so well known
that it needs no description. For
food lovers another might be be
‘dim sum’, the delicious, bite-sized
dumplings. And what do both have
in common? Both are Cantonese, a
dialect spoken largely in Hong Kong
and Guangdong province in China’s
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south. Some Cantonese words have
gone natiowide in China too – for
instance, ‘maidan’, a popular term
used at the end of a meal to ask a
waiter for the bill.
However, the Chinese media has
been focusing recently on how the
race by parents to give their children an educational edge could see
many local dialects snuffed out or
marginalised within a generation.
How so? As China’s educational
landscape reaches unprecedented
levels of competition, many middleclass parents are no longer speaking their native dialects with their
kids. From their perspective, prioritising Mandarin gives their child a
better chance of career success in
China, while prioritising English
gives them access to colleges and careers in the rest of the world. In that
case, why bother wasting time and
energy mastering a dialect?
NetEase cited a study this month
that sampled 305 Nanjing households on whether they agreed with
this statement: “Parents need to use
their mother tongue [their local dialect] when speaking with their chil17
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dren”. The survey found that 52.8%
strongly disagreed, and 28.6% disagreed.
The same study found 81%
strongly agreed and 11.4% agreed
with the statement: “Apart from
Mandarin, children grasping foreign
languages brings benefits for their
future development”.
NetEase says the study points to a
rising trend of local dialects being
seen as “unimportant” and as a “victim” of educational competitiveness, particularly in the big cities.
Linguistic trends show that post1990s parents may be the last generation to speak their home dialects
completely fluently, raising questions about the knock-on effects on
local cultures and identities. In Beijing, for example, it used to be commonplace to hear a thick “r” mumbled at the end of many words. On
the streets and in the hutong alleyways, “I don’t know” (in Mandarin
wo bu zhidao) became an almost inaudible burdao. Now that usage is
fading out.
Within China’s provincial-level
administrative units, there are more
than 160 local dialects (as well as
various ethnic minority languages).

Depending on the classification system being used, there are seven dialect groups: Northern (Mandarin),
Central (Wu, Gan, and Xiang) and
Southern (Hakka, Cantonese and
Min). Divisions of each of these
groups uncovers more sub-categories, to the extent that in many
provinces villages within close proximity can differ in spoken word.
Hence the expression in Fujian
province “if you drive five miles the
culture changes, and if you drive 10
miles, the language does”.
At the beginning of this century
policymakers in Beijing intensified
efforts to consolidate the linguistic
patchwork of China’s 1.4 billion people. The Law of Universal Language
and Character was enacted, making
Mandarin the nation’s official language and campaigns followed to
promote its compulsory use across
government, most of the state media and throughout the school curriculum. For parents wanting to
send their children to top universities, speaking Mandarin at home
has subsequently been preferred
over regional dialects as it is considered an “educational language”.
Retention of more localised di-

alects among 6-20 year-olds is now
profoundly mixed. NetEase points
out that in Chengdu, the capital of
Sichuan, 91.5% of young people are
proficient in their local dialect. In
the coastal metropolis of Qingdao
in Shandong this figure slumps to
63.2%. In Shanghai, a hub for international business and a den for tiger
parenting, only 22.4% can proficiently converse in Shanghainese.
Where Shanghai goes the rest of
China is set to follow, argues
NetEase, as local dialects get caught
in a pincer movement between the
dual forces of Mandarin and English. But perhaps the toughest of
the local tongues to winkle out will
be Cantonese, with at least 67 million speakers in China, and more
overseas.
Additionally, many people in
Hong Kong see their dialect as part
of their identity and worth protecting from mainland encroachment.
Indeed some Hongkongers argue
that Cantonese is the closest to the
ancestral Han tongue because Tang
Dynasty poems (the earliest verse
was penned 1,400 years ago) rhyme
much better in Cantonese than in
Mandarin. n

To know China you need to know its food
o understand the diversity of China you need to
understand its food and its 5,000 year culinary culture.
China In 50 Dishes showcases the country’s classic cuisine
in all of its salty, spicy, sour, bitter and sweet glory.
From noodles to dim sum to desserts, we take you on a
mouthwatering tour of a nation’s favourite dishes, talking
about their origins, how they are prepared and a few of the
best places to enjoy them.
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Ask Mei:
When men mess up, blame the women
As an ancient civilisation with a strong Confucian
influence, China has not been very fair to women
through its history. Hong Yan Huo Shui (红颜祸水) or
“Women are like disastrous water” was a popular idiom
through the ages and numerous historical stories have
been passed down from generation to generation as
proof of this assertion. The ruthless Shang Dynasty
king Zhouwang (a ruler in the eleventh century BC) lost
power to the Zhou yet history blames his concubine
Daji for corrupting him. The weakening of the fabulously
prosperous Tang Dynasty is attributed to Emperor
Xuanzong’s fascination with his concubine Yang
Yuhuan, one of the Four Great Beauties of ancient
China. The Ming Dynasty’s downfall is also partly
blamed on another concubine of the Ming general Wu
Sangui, who colluded with the Manchus and jointly
brought an end Han imperial rule in 1644.
Other notorious female figures in history include Wu
Zetian (624-705) – China’s only female emperor – as
well as the power-behind-the-throne blamed for the Qing
Dynasty’s slow collapse, the Empress Dowager Cixi
(1835-1908). In more modern times Jiang Qing (19141991), the fourth wife of Chairman Mao, has been
blamed by many Chinese for much of the destruction of
the Cultural Revolution.
In recent years, when high-flying government officials
or business executives have fallen from grace because
of corruption or sexual misconduct, the public has often
pointed fingers at their “greedy and demanding” wives
and mistresses. Sometimes I marvel at the double
standards that seem to exist in social views too. When a
married man sleeps around, he is perceived as “normal”
and his behaviour as “understandable” as long as he
does not leave his family. When a woman does the
same, she is despised as dirty and morally bankrupt.
Even the commonly used word dama has been given a
new and somewhat derogatory meaning that refers to
rowdy and aggressive middle-aged women. There is no
equivalent term to describe poorly behaved men of the
same age.
The double-standard is often voiced openly. Yu
Minhong, founder of the listed education company New
Oriental, told a forum last autumn: “The moral
degeneration of Chinese women led to the degeneration
of the country.” If the male CEO of a Western
multinational had made such a sweeping, misogynistic
statement like that one, he’d put his job in direct
jeopardy.

Yu Minhong: blames “degenerate” women
There was another headline-grabbing instance of
such chauvinistic talk last week when Foxconn
tycoon Terry Gou told the media that “the harem
should not meddle in politics”. Gou made this
remarkable statement shortly after announcing his
bid for the Taiwanese presidency (for more on that,
see WiC449). The harem here, of course, is a
reference to imperial concubines – the subject matter
of many modern TV dramas in China – but by
extension it’s also a slur on women. Prominent
feminist campaigner Fan Yun was disgusted and
wrote on her Facebook page, “Who does chairman
Gou think he is?” and accused him of having an
emperor complex.
She added the comment was not only demeaning
to her sex but also hypocritical: “When you wanted to
run, you said a woman [Matsu, the sea goddess]
asked you to, now you are telling women not to
meddle in politics.”
Remarks like those made by Gou and Yu run in
stark contrast to my own views on Chinese women in
general. I see them as more faithful, resourceful,
resilient and hardworking than the typical Chinese
man. And I regret that the country has made such
impressive progress in economic development in
recent decades while the prevalent views on women
have not kept up. For another take on women’s
social status in modern China, see my column from
issue 375.
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And Finally

Spicy relationships
Why a hotpot restaurant has become a popular dating place

induoduo has grown into
China’s third biggest e-commerce firm by allowing shoppers
who often don’t know each other to
combine their orders for bigger discounts. After listing on Nasdaq last
summer the four year-old firm is
now worth $23 billion.
Its underlying philosophy, that
people can achieve more if they
come together (one of the meanings
of pin in Chinese is ‘combine’) has
surprising resonance for China’s singleton millennials
Chen Xiaoyu was so inspired by
Pinduoduo that he decided to apply
a similar model to his new hotpot
restaurant in Chengdu. He even
wanted to call it Pinduoduo but was
worried about being sued for copyright infringement. So instead he
called it Pinzuo, which means “combining seats”.
In China’s first self-styled ‘social
media hotpot place’, diners can
team up with strangers through an
app and split the bill. Chen hopes
people will make new friends and
even find love over shared pots of
boiling chilli soup and mutton.
“One girl called and said you
must sit me next to a handsome
guy, my future depends on you,”he
told National Business Daily.
The idea has gone down surprisingly well in Chengdu, one of the
hotpot-obsessed cities in Sichuan
province. Pinzuo is usually fully
booked by youngsters even at midnight. Many web celebrities visit too
and broadcast their dining experiences.
Hotpot is now China’s most popular food, according to the restau-
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Sichuan Haidilao's founders Zhang Yong and wife Shu Ping

Photo: Reuters

rant review and ratings website Dianping. Last year it accounted for
20% of the Rmb4 trillion ($593.9 billion) spent on eating out.
Shares in Haidilao – one of
China’s most popular hotpot chains
– have surged more than 60% this
year, meaning its husband-and-wife
owners sit atop one of the fastest
growing fortunes in Asia.
Haidilao also tries to make singletons feel more comfortable by
putting stuffed animals at tables if
people are eating alone
As readers of WiC will know,
young Chinese are finding it increasingly difficult to meet potential
spouses. E-commerce sites all report
that sales of small, single-person-use
items are increasing exponentially
and the dating website Zhenai says
that 70% of single Chinese have
never asked anyone out on a date.
However, the messy informality
of hotpot dining can help break
down inhibitions. Some have suggested this is because diners have
to agree on what to order and when
to add the ingredients to the central
pot. There is also the lucky-dip ele-

ment— when you stick your ladle
in you never really know what you
are going to pull out.
All of which keeps the conversation flowing and, if one woman
quoted by Neweekly.com is to be believed, a person’s behaviour around a
hotpot table offers a window into
their soul.
“One guy hogged the main serving ladle all night… I never called him
back,” she said.
Lastly there are the chemical effects of eating chilli, which causes
the body to release endorphins and
produces a natural high.
All of which helps people to relax,
says Newweekly.com.
That said, not everyone is a fan of
hotpot – Hong Kong celebrity food
critic Chua Lam has said he would
like to see it disappear from Chinese
cuisine as it is one of the “most uncivilised ways of cooking” (see
WiC436). That comment also recalls
the Bill Murray line from Lost in
Translation where he critiques the
Japanese equivalent shabu shabu.
“What kind of restaurant makes you
cook your own food?” he asks. n
20

Week in China
3 May 2019

The Back Page

Photo of the Week

In Numbers
15.5 billion cups
Expected coffee consumption in China in
2023, according to Frost & Sullivan. That
translates to 10.8 cups per capita, or a
compound annual growth rate of 26% from
2018. One of the biggest players in the
market, Luckin Coffee wants to raise $800
million in a New York listing.

Rmb30 billion
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California dreaming: Team China trains near the Golden Gate Bridge in
preparation for the SailGP event in San Francisco

No greater threat...
“No country poses a broader, more severe intelligence threat than
China”
* FBI Director Christopher Wray’s verdict in a speech
made last Friday. He added that “We have economic
espionage investigations that almost invariably lead
back to China in all 56 [FBI] field offices, spanning
almost every industry”

The amount of cash sitting on Kangmei
Pharmaceutical’s books in late 2017 but
which now no longer exists – with the
Shanghai-listed firm saying in a regulatory
filing this week it had overstated its cash
balances. Audit professionals said they
were concerned that there may be more
serious problems in the firm’s financial
health, Caixin reported.

Rmb100 billion
The sum to be drawn from China’s national
unemployment insurance fund this year.
The initiative is meant to stabilise
employment levels by providing vocational
training to at least 15 million people and
supporting the creation of 1 million jobs.

4%
Net profits growth of China’s five largest
commercial banks by assets in the first
quarter from the previous year. Analysts
warn that bank asset quality could
deteriorate again, given the effort to boost
lending to micro and small enterprises by
more than 30% this year.
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