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guidance, post-publication review, and 
reward and punishment. Its most ef-
fective tool is a traditional Chinese in-
vention rather than a Western import: a 
“you know what we mean” style of reg-
ulation that allows experimentation, 
tolerates ambiguity, and then punishes 
retroactively and arbitrarily. 

The efflorescence of creativity that 
foreign visitors will see in Beijing in Au-
gust is not a challenge to Party control. 
It enables that control. The lively art 
and music scenes, colorful newsstands, 
crowded bookstores, stylish clothing, 
experimental dance, innovative archi-
tecture, sexy advertising, rampant con-
sumerism, luxurious housing, ebullient 
schlock, even the considerable scope for 
academic inquiry: this lightly patrolled 
free zone is not the antithesis but the twin 
of the permanent crackdown on the po-
litical frontier, where the few who insist 
on testing the regime are crowded to the 
cultural margin and generally ignored. In 
this sense the energetic new Chinese art 
that has caught the imagination of West-
ern buyers, with its pictorial irony and 
cynicism, repudiation of history, detach-
ment from the world, and love of stunts, 
is not the challenge to those in power it 
is sometimes construed to be. Rather, it is 
a secret joke that the regime shares with 
the artists and their audience—part of a 
new social contract that allows the chil-
dren to have their sly fun so long as the 
grown-ups run the house.

Brady argues that the end result of this 
sophisticated cultural programming dif-
fers little from the mass media in the 
West, where just as in China nothing 
important is discussed. Like American 
TV viewers and tabloid readers trans-
fixed by the photo shoot of the teenage 
star Miley Cyrus and the debate over 
whether to lift the federal gas tax for the 
summer driving season, Chinese read-
ers feel they are living in an environment 
of freedom. The difference is that even 
those motivated to do so have no way 
to break into the monopoly circle that 
decides on the fundamental issues that 
confront their society. 

III.

The Beij ing Olympics have 
never been anything but a con-
scious part of this strategy—

what Brady nicely calls a campaign of 
mass distraction. Owning the Olympics: 
Narratives of the New China is a grudg-
ingly admiring analysis by communi-
cations specialists in the West of the 
Beijing organizers’ strategies for “seizing 
the platform,” shaping the space, and “con-
trolling the narrative.” A central theme is 

been studying since the Tiananmen trag-
edy nearly two decades ago. 

There is no reason to think that 
Zhang’s career will suffer for exacerbat-
ing the split between Han and Tibetans. 
After all, China’s top ruler, Hu Jintao, was 
promoted to the status of heir appar-
ent in 1992 partly on the strength of his 
having declared martial law in Lhasa in 
1989. The government publicly rewards 
leaders who show toughness because it 
wants to make sure people understand 
that it is determined to keep control.

In some political systems, Li Qun’s 
promotion to the post of provin-
cial propaganda chief might count 

as being kicked upstairs. Not in China: 
propaganda is one of the most impor-
tant domains in the Chinese party-state. 
It is thanks to the success of China’s pro-
paganda work that public assent is pro-
cured not only by repression, and runs 
both wide and deep. As Anne-Marie 
Brady demonstrates in a superb study of 
this central and hidden part of the Chi-
nese system, the surface diversity of the 
Chinese media hides the guiding hand of 
a high-level Party office in Beijing called 
the Central Propaganda Department, 
which works its will across the whole 
spectrum of activities in media, educa-
tion, entertainment—and also in sports. 
Deliciously, Brady reveals that the de-
partment is funded partly by a 3 percent 
tax on enterprises ranging from book-
stores to karaoke bars, golf courses, and 
bowling alleys, because all these units 
fall within its orbit of control; and it uses 
these funds partly to support Party and 
army publications, rural bookstores, lit-
erature prizes, and social science re-
search. She does not say whether the 
Beijing Olympic Committee is also pay-
ing this tax, but it may well be doing so, 
since sports are under the partial control 
of the propaganda system. 

Brady reveals that China’s central 
propagandists have studied the the-
ories of “manufacturing consent” by 
Walter Lippmann and Edward Ber-
nays, and have learned from media 
critics such as Noam Chomsky, and—
although she does not make quite this 
ultimate ironic point—emulate such 
Western visionaries of popular jour-
nalism as Rupert Murdoch. They know 
how diversity and contention within a 
permitted range of subjects render in-
visible the subjects forbidden by the re-
gime and placed outside the perimeter; 
how naming and framing place inconve-
nient facts in a desired light. The depart-
ment intervenes at all levels of the media 
hierarchy through a system of news 
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ever thought they could get away with 
throwing a party to celebrate China’s ac-
complishments at which no one would 
mention China’s shortcomings. Why did 
China put its face out to be slapped? And 
why did the IOC abet them in doing so? 
Evidently both parties were blinded by 
the charm of their own blarney, the line 
that sports is only sports.

But in the end this miscalcu-
lation has not mattered much. In 
the Chinese leaders’ accurate real-

politik analysis, they had already stared 
down Western human rights pressure 
after Tiananmen, defeated Bill Clin-
ton’s “human rights conditionality” in 
1994, rolled back post-Tiananmen sanc-
tions, forged alliances with other rights- 
violating states to pull out the teeth of the 
United Nations Human Rights Council, 
and pushed Western criticism into the 
confidential government-to-government 
“human rights dialogue” and “private di-
plomacy” channels where there is no fear 
of real action. The West’s economic in-
terdependence with China has become 
so intense that an Olympic boycott—
or indeed any effective sanction against 
China—has become unthinkable. 

At home, if the government cannot 
have Western approval, it can make 
stone soup out of disapproval by play-
ing the criticisms as an attack on the 
pride of the nation. This official attitude 
was well expressed in a book that Chen 
Guangcheng’s persecutor, Li Qun, pub-
lished in 2004, well before the Olympic 
controversies had reached high pitch. 
During his studies at New Haven Uni-
versity in 2000, Li Qun did an internship 
in the office of Mayor John DeStefano Jr., 
and after his return he published a book 
unforgettably titled I Was a Mayor’s 
Assistant in America. He described his 
studies in America as a “political test” 
that confirmed his confidence in the 
road of socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics. “Most Americans,” Li wrote, 
“are friendly to China, although they do 
not understand it very well. But a small 
group of politicians strike the banners of 
democracy and human rights to critique 
us constantly by their own standards, 
distort things, and interfere with our do-
mestic affairs. Their real purpose is not 
to protect the so-called human rights but 
to use this pretext to influence and limit 
China’s healthy economic growth and to 
prevent China’s wealth and power from 
threatening their world hegemony.”

There is no reason to doubt the au-
thenticity of Li’s sentiments, clichéd 
though they are, or the degree to which 
they represent the views of many Chinese 

has never been made public. Brady says 
foreign p.r. consultants advised Chi-
nese officials to mention human rights 
in the bid document, and Brownell 
reveals that they debated at the very 
high vice-premier level whether to do 
so, deciding in the end to keep such 
mentions informal. This may explain 
a remark—often cited by critics—
made around that time by Liu Jingmin, 
vice president of the Beijing Olympic 
Bid Committee, who said that allowing 
Beijing to host the Games would “help 
the development of human rights.” 
Whether or not human rights were ex-
plicitly included, Beijing certainly made 
pledges that it would not fulfill. China’s 
Great Leap documents non-compliance 
with all four elements of the published 
2002 Beijing Olympic Action Plan: Green 
Olympics, High-Tech Olympics, Free 
and Open Olympics, and People’s Olym-
pics. Even the logo has evoked ironic 
caricatures, including one in which the 
red running man is the bloody silhouette 
of a firing-squad victim. 

The campaigns to embarrass China 
over the 2008 Olympics have been as 
long in the works as the Games them-
selves. From the moment the Games 
were awarded to Beijing in July 2001, 
human rights advocates, instead of call-
ing for a boycott, began planning to use 
the event to ramp up pressure on the 
Chinese government. Human Rights 
Watch and Human Rights in China set 
up special websites tracking the Bei-
jing organizing committee’s failure to 
make good its commitments. (I am on 
the Asia advisory committee of the for-
mer and am board co-chair of the latter.) 
The Committee to Protect Journalists is-
sued a series of reports on violations of 
press freedom. Amnesty International’s 

“Olympics Countdown” series has 
tracked violations over the two-year 
period leading to the games. Chinese 
Human Rights Defenders has issued 
an “Olympic Watch” series of press 
releases. The Save Darfur campaign 
and an offshoot, Olympic Dream 
for Darfur, pressed China to address 
the Darfur problem via the link be-
tween Beijing and Khartoum. Advo-
cacy groups recently demonstrated 
along the route of the Olympic torch, 
clashing with blue-and-white-suited 
Chinese escorts who were drawn 
from the student body of the People’s 
Armed Police academy. 

All this is also propaganda, of 
course—human rights groups pre-
fer the term “advocacy”; but pre-
cisely for that reason it is a mystery 
why the Chinese leaders and the IOC 

that the Olympics redefine citizenship—
both Chinese and foreign—as consum-
ership, abetting the depoliticization of 
public life that lies at the heart of China’s 
post-Mao propaganda strategy. 

Indeed, the Beijing Olympics mark 
the full mastery of marketing techniques 
by Chinese bureaucrats. According to Xu 
Guoqi, “The Beijing organizing commit-
tee hopes that through merchandising, 
sponsorships, and other commercial ap-
plications, China’s logo will by and large 
pay for the Games.” (This hope may have 
failed, given the escalating costs noted 
by domestic critics.) Authorized vendors 
have sold zillions of dolls, keychains, 
T-shirts, Swatch watches, papercuts, and 
telephones representing the five Olym-
pic mascots—the saccharine, symboli-
cally laden, and cutely named fuwa. The 
official game logo, a running stick fig-
ure against a red background, has been 
crammed with meanings: the running 
man is both winning a race and throw-
ing his arms out in welcome; the shape 
of his body resembles the Chinese char-
acter for jing in Beijing; and the red 
background evokes a traditional Chi-
nese chop by which people used to sign 
their names on documents and precious 
art works. 

To be sure, the Olympics so far have 
not entirely worked out the way the 
planners intended. Beijing’s bid in 1993 
for the 2000 games was defeated at least 
partly on human rights grounds (al-
though Frank Ching implies in China’s 
Great Leap that bribery from the win-
ning city of Sydney had more to do with 
it). It is not clear whether Beijing made 
explicit human rights commitments in 
its second bid. Sharon K. Hom notes, 
in China’s Great Leap, that despite nu-
merous requests, the host city contract 

Snow-Globe of Vesuvius
I live on the flank of Vesuvius, in Pompeii.
Each day the sky fills with leaflets,
smokelets, prayers to powers
aglitter whether storming or still
(the old ones mica,
the new ones who-cares-what).

Everyone knows there’s more than one
kind of consciousness. Everyone knows
that in the snow-globe of Vesuvius,
the “snow” is really ash—
each time, the volcano buries the town.

Would you meet me in a world like that?
If not there, where?

Chase Twichell
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The rapid spread of their ideas through-
out so much of academia did not bode 
well for the future.

And so I was heartened by the first 
sustained attacks on neoclassical eco-
nomics. For one thing, the thinkers who 
launched them—Daniel Kahneman and 
Amos Tversky—seemed to be geniuses of 
some sort. Both had good reason to be-
come fascinated with how human beings 
make decisions. Kahneman was born in 
Tel Aviv in 1934 and raised in Paris; his 
family decided to remain in France after 
the Nazis took over the country, and then 
to rely on business connections to spring 
his father from the death camps, and 
then to move to Palestine before the cre-
ation of the state of Israel. Tversky, born 
in Haifa in 1937, earned, at the age of 
nineteen, Israel’s highest military decora-
tion, for rescuing a fellow soldier from an 
exploding device, in the process injuring 
himself. These men grew up under con-
ditions that might have led them to di-
vide the world into black and white, good 
and evil, but this did not happen. Instead 
they developed an appreciation of human 
complexity, even a love for it. “Some peo-
ple were better than others,” Kahneman 
described what he learned from his par-
ents, “but the best were far from perfect 
and no one was simply bad.”

The collaboration of Kahneman and 
Tversky produced one of the major in-
tellectual accomplishments of the late 
twentieth century: a series of ingeniously 
designed experiments that raised uncom-
fortable questions about “utility maximi-
zation,” which was the major assumption 
of microeconomics. To wit: it makes no 
difference in theory whether you lose a 
ticket to a play or lose the $10 that the 
ticket cost, but when people lose the 
ticket they are far less likely to buy an-
other one than when they lose the money. 
Kahneman and Tversky’s explanation is 

Happiness: 
A Revolution in Economics 
(Munich Lectures in Economics) 
By Bruno S. Frey 
(MIT Press, 240 pp., $35)

Predictably Irrational: 
The Hidden Forces that 
Shape Our Decisions 
by Dan Ariely 
(HarperCollins, 280 pp., $25.95)

I.

Wh e n  I  f i r st  began 
hearing about what 
Bruno S. Frey, professor 
of economics at the Uni-
versity of Zurich, calls 

the “revolution” in his discipline, my 
reaction was one of delight. As far as I 
was concerned, it could not happen fast 
enough. Neoclassical economists had in-
sisted upon the primacy of self-interest 
only in order to model human behavior, 
but the way rational choice theory de-
veloped (at the University of Chicago in 
particular) suggested that self-interest 
was not just a fact for these thinkers, but 
also an ideal: not just how people do act 
but also how they should act. Their re-
lentless advocacy of market-based pub-
lic policies was finally ideological—and, 
by my lights, ideologically wrong. Also 
the jargon grew impenetrable, and the 
mathematics ostentatious and obnoxious. 
When Chicago-style economists started 
to apply their methods to other social 
science disciplines, and then to virtu-
ally all the perplexities of human life, the 
charge of academic imperialism could 
be added. Friedrich August von Hayek 
and Milton Friedman had always seemed 
to me to be marginal and somewhat bi-
zarre thinkers, especially when com-
pared to such intellectual titans as John 
Maynard Keynes and Joseph Schumpeter. 

come civilized or not, we were asking the 
wrong questions, making the wrong dis-
tinctions. What we got instead is a China 
that is both proud and resentful, open 
and closed, like us yet not at all like us. 
We used our three wishes and now we 
must live with what we got. The onetime 
sick man of Asia is in exuberant health—
that is the intended message of the Beijing 
Olympics, and the unintended one. d

This is modern China. It is not what 
we imagined it would be when Rich-
ard Nixon wrote forty years ago that we 
should not leave China “forever outside 
the family of nations, there to nurture its 
fantasies, cherish its hates, and threaten 
its neighbors,” and started us down the 
path of engagement. When we wondered 
all these years whether China would 
modernize or not, Westernize or not, be-

inside China and out. Coming to the 
United States and seeing how things 
work here does not necessarily shake the 
faith of Chinese officials, or students, in 
their country’s way of doing things. Quite 
remarkably, and in general for the better, 
tens of thousands of Chinese students 
have returned home from the West to 
play their willing roles in academia, the 
media, business, and other sectors, ac-
cepting subordination to the ruling party 
and its national project.

Thus it is not only China’s growing 
military and economic power that ren-
ders it less and less vulnerable to human 
rights advocacy, which depends on in-
ternational reputational costs. Perhaps 
even more importantly, the government 
is protected by its success in shaping its 
own public’s reaction to the criticism. In-
deed, the regime faces more risk in yield-
ing to Western criticism than in being 
subjected to it. The audiences that mat-
ter are not in the United States and Eu-
rope, but in China and the Third World. 
Even the main Olympic sponsors—GE, 
Coca-Cola, Kodak, McDonald’s, Visa, 
and seven other American and foreign 
companies, who are front and center in 
the eyes of international consumers—
have decided to hunker down and ab-
sorb whatever hits cannot be avoided in 
order to protect their enormous long-
range stakes in China. This is an almost 
unimaginably large market, and a market 
that remembers. Name and shame works 
with countries dependent on the West, 
but China is no longer such a country. 

Xu Guoqi raises the possibility that 
the Olympics will lead to the transfor-
mation of the Chinese regime the way 
the Seoul Games in 1988 brought on 
Korean democratization. True, the re-
gime this year has suffered a series of 
what some Chinese see as cosmologi-
cal portents—a crippling snowstorm, 
Tibetan unrest, and the huge Sichuan 
earthquake. The leaders certainly react 
to any such challenge, and much smaller 
ones, as if their rule is fragile. Yet sophis-
ticated crisis management and canny 
media spin have earned the government 
broad public support each time. Even if 
an unexpected event occurs in August—
something security agencies have been 
gearing up to prevent—the likely conse-
quence will be to strengthen the regime’s 
already robust grip on power. Assertive 
and unapologetic, the new and future 
China now struts the stage. Its character 
dovetails with what is reported to be the 
forceful personality of the designated fu-
ture leader, Xi Jinping, currently the vice 
president, who is slated to succeed Hu 
Jintao in 2012. 

Alan Wolfe
Hedonic Man
The new economics and the pursuit of happiness.


