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Abstract 
 
Given China’s 1.3 billion population and 10% average economic growth rate, vs. 
America’s 0.3 billion population and 3% average economic growth rate, it is obvious 
that if these trends continue, China will become the richest and dominant culture this 
century (with competition from India, which has similar numbers.) A lot of younger 
western readers may be thinking that it might be interesting to migrate to China to take 
advantage of these trends. This essay is written by a “7 country” western professor who 
has already lived nearly 5 years full time in China, so can advise with some authority. 
His bottom line? - wait a decade - until China has democratized and has civilized a lot 
more. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
I guess I must be bit a bit of a “cultural adventurer” because I’ve lived in 7 countries, 
(Australia, England, Holland, Belgium, Japan, America, China). I’ve visited China 
almost yearly from 1995 being fascinated by its rich culture, history, its incredible 
economic growth rate and energy, and felt that China would become the dominant player 
in the 21st century. As Napoleon said famously (pointing to a map of the world) “There, 
is a sleeping giant. Let him sleep! If he awakes, he will shake the world." Well, China is 
now awake and the world is shaking. Having no nationalist sentiment whatever, I thought 
that probably sooner or later I would end up in China. When an opportunity came up to 
get a professor job in China with a comparable purchasing power salary, I took it. After 
being a professor for four years in China, I’m now in a position to advise younger 
western researchers on whether it is a good idea or not to relocate to this rising giant. 
 
 
Today’s China 
 
When I’m visiting in the US, my American friends and acquaintances ask me “Hugo, 
what’s it like living in China?” I tell them bluntly “China is the fastest changing shithole 
in the world!” (PC oriented “mono”(cultured) readers beware – I’m a 7-country 
“multi”(cultured person) who looks at each culture/country I have lived in with a very 
“cold eye” and call a spade a spade. I don’t have much patience with nationalist monos, 



and look down on them as less cosmopolitan, less sophisticated people (rather like the 
way a “city slicker” looks down on a “country bumpkin”), nor with PCers whose 
intellectual dishonesty and “middle class mindlessness” I sneer at). I have very mixed 
feelings about China. Obviously I’m living in the country full time, so the country must 
have some attractive features, otherwise I would not stay here. I’ll be 64 in 2011, and 
have recently retired to concentrate on studying pure math and mathematical physics to 
write books on such topics (and other socio/political themes). I’m tolerating living in 
China during the 2010s with the expectation that China will democratize in about 10 
years, so that I can then benefit mightily in the 2020s and 2030s (in my last two decades 
of life) as China blossoms. In those two decades I expect China to be the most exciting, 
“happening” place in the world, and I want to be part of it, being fully linguistically 
competent by then and acculturated so that I can fully enjoy the fruits of the era. 
 
But today’s China is still very much a shithole, and I use that term advisedly, which I 
now spell out in more detail (obviously from a westerner’s perspective). Firstly, a few 
basic negative facts - China is poor, dirty, corrupt, disorganized, third world, mean 
spirited, intellectually lazy, and so politically backward, it is not even a democracy, in a 
world where 90% of people who live outside China, live in democracies. This makes 
China the “big bad exception”.  China is a “bottom third” nation, “down with the Blacks 
and the Arabs”, one of the least respected countries on the planet, in terms of general 
admiration and status as judged by the rest of the world). (If you were to ask me as a 
multi, to choose the 5 most generally respected/admired countries in the world, I would 
say (in decreasing order), the US, Germany, UK, France, Japan. I have lived in the US, 
UK, and Japan and speak fluent French and German). China’s government, the CCP 
(Chinese Communist Party) is history’s greatest criminal organization, because it has 
killed more people than Stalin or Hitler. According to Chang’s recent, thoroughly 
researched, biography of Mao Zedong [1], he killed about 70 million people, which is 
more than Stalin’s 60 million, and Hitler’s 50 million, making him the greatest tyrant in 
history, yet his face is still on every Chinese bank note. This is the moral equivalent of 
the Europeans putting Hitler’s face on every Euro note. Obviously, China is not going to 
be respected as a civilized country, while such moral atrocities continue. People like me 
will continue to label the country a “shithole” until it civilizes, and appropriately so.  
 
China’s standard of living (in exchange rate terms) is about $4000/person/year [2], which 
is about half of what is needed to pass the economic “democracy threshold” [3]. One of 
my intellectual interests is a branch of political science, called “transitology”, which 
studies the circumstances under which a country “transitions” from a one party 
dictatorship to a multi party democracy. The whole world is democratizing at the rate of 
about 2 countries per year. Two thirds of countries in the world today are democracies. 
Two thirds of Asian countries are democracies. The latest country to overthrow its 
dictator was Tunisia (which hopefully may trigger a domino effect democratizing in time 
all of the two dozen Arab states, none of which is a democracy, thus reflecting very 
poorly on the Arabs, who “care more about the Koran than chemistry”). At the rate the 
world is democratizing, there will be no dictatorships left by about 2050. I label this 
process “dedictation”, i.e. ridding the world of its last dictatorships.  
 



The transitologists have built up extensive data bases on the circumstances under which 
countries democratize. 100 countries have done this over the past half century, and they 
have noticed that there are definite commonalities in these transitions. The dominant one 
is the rise of the middle class in each country. The middle class buy property, and want 
their assets protected by law, and demand that a rule of law be created. They become 
university educated and no longer tolerate living under a brutal dictatorship. Pressure 
from the middle class builds up until the standard of living of a country reaches the 
$6000-$8000/person/year level, and then things explode. Once the proportion of middle 
class in a country is high enough, usually some crisis sparks the transition to democracy, 
in usually, two different ways – a) a “people power” revolution, or b) a “democratic 
faction” grab for power.  
 
The transitologists have shown that the “people power” transition, where the mass of the 
people no longer tolerate their dictatorial leaders and simply push them out of power, e.g. 
as in the Philippines, and very recently, Tunisia, is usually more violent, less smooth. In 
the many transitions these past few decades, the people power transition occurred only in 
about a quarter of cases. Most occur using the second approach, in which a democratic 
faction within the dictatorial party seizes power during some kind of crisis and steers the 
country via an interim government towards elections and full democracy. Experience 
shows that this latter type of transition is usually smoother, since the new leaders have 
experience in government and are able to steer the transition using the organs of power 
they are familiar with. 
 
So, when will it be China’s turn? I calculate, in about 10 years, i.e. around 2020. I know 
that there is a democratic faction within the CCP [3]. Professors of political science in 
Hong Kong (which has freedom of speech but cannot fully elect its leaders yet) claim that 
XI Jinping’s (the next president of China after the current president HU Jintao steps down 
in 2012) greatest challenge in his 12 year reign, will be to ensure a smooth transition to 
democracy for China. Already, things are starting to stir in China along these lines. At 
about the same time as when the Nobel Peace Prize was given to LIU Xiaobo (a slap in 
the face from the west against China’s brutal dictatorship), in 2010, a group of CCP 
elders sent a letter to the CCP leadership saying that the Chinese people should be given 
more freedom of speech. 
 
In today’s China, Chinese intellectuals are afraid of their own (unelected) government. If 
a Chinese intellectual stands on a street corner in China and harangues the government, 
he will be shipped off to a slave labor camp for political prisoners called a “laogai” (i.e. 
the Chinese equivalent of Stalin’s “gulag”, written so vividly about by Solzhenitsyn). The 
next time you are in Washington DC, go visit the new “Laogai Museum” 
(www.laogai.org), set up by Harry WU, the Chinese government’s “Public Enemy No.1”. 
You will find it an illuminating and depressing experience. Harry claims that today’s 
China still has over 1000 such laogai (slave labor camps for political prisoners) which 
contain today somewhere between a half to two million prisoners. Harry was himself a 
victim of this system for 19 years and has a hatred for the CCP, understandably. He 
claims that about 50 million Chinese have been through these slave labor camps (see his 
books on amazon.com). 



 
In the 1950s, after MAO Zedong took power and felt his government had been 
sufficiently consolidated, he invited the country to let “100 flowers bloom”, i.e. to solicit 
criticisms of the weaknesses of his regime. The resulting ferocity of the criticisms coming 
from China’s intellectuals caused Mao to launch his “anti rightist” campaign which killed 
some half a million intellectuals, the greatest act of treachery in history and deprived 
China of any cultural/intellectual life for a generation [3]. Mao was a disaster for China. 
He shut down the universities for a decade, made the country less economically 
developed at the time of his death than when he seized power (by the gun) 30 years 
earlier. If he had been defeated by Chang Kai-shek in the 1940s, China today would 
probably be a big Japan and rich enough to be a democracy, with no Korean war, and we 
would all be living in a very different world. 
 
After the anti rightist campaign, the CCP greatly strengthened its presence and power in 
the country’s universities, even today. In most countries of the world, the deans in 
universities have real power. They can hire and fire people, and importantly, make 
critical budgetary decisions. This is definitely not the case in China, and I speak with 
negative first hand experience. In Chinese universities, the CCP is king. The hierarchy of 
a typical Chinese university is split into the (CCP) “party side” and the “academic side”. 
The (academic) dean and the party secretary are in theory of equal rank, but in practice, 
the party secretary has the last say. The party controls both the research budget money, 
and the personnel department, which is usually housed in a different building from the 
deans. The deans are effectively powerless. The party is out of touch with the day to day 
concerns of the deans and do not understand the problems and concerns of the 
departments that the deans are in charge of. In a Chinese culture that has lived under 
dictatorship for 5000 years, obedience training is deeply ingrained. The party is not 
accustomed to heavy (western style) criticism, and so is not particularly caring about the 
negative consequences of their decisions as viewed by the deans. I found in practice, that 
the party administrators, were often about 20 IQ points dumber than the deans, making 
their decisions based on black and white rules that rigidly stuck to formulas that were 
often blatantly anti common sense, which made themselves ridiculed by the younger 
Chinese professors who had been brought up on the web and proxy servers, having 
access to all the internet media of the western countries. (I notice that when I speak to the 
younger professors, in their 30s, they tell me “When we are in power, we will change 
things. We will make a modern China!”) 
 
Using my own case as an example, I was given an American purchasing power salary and 
a lab to direct. In the beginning, that sounded fine. But then the rot started to sink in. Due 
to rigidities in the party (CCP) administration, I was unable to get a single PhD student in 
my artificial brain lab for 18 months. My admin assistant was corrupt and ineffectual. He 
took off the name of a junior professor who did some real work for a research grant 
proposal that was successful and added his own name to it and then quickly got a full 
professorship as a result, given to him by the party based personnel department who work 
according to black and white anonymous rules rather than first hand personal knowledge 
of people’s abilities that the deans have. One cannot run a research lab with half 



motivated masters students who care really only to get their piece of paper and then make 
big money (by Chinese standards) in the commercial world.  
 
After several years of this, I got fed up and decided I would retire and stop being a wage 
slave. (I was also bored doing the same thing (building artificial brains) for 20 years and 
wanted to do something else.) I would be free to do what I like, living off my US savings 
(where I was an associate professor of computer science) and take advantage of China’s 7 
fold cheaper cost of living.  
 
So, if you are a western researcher or professor, and you want to work in China, you will 
have to put up with the stupidity, disorganization and intellectual sloth of the CCP 
administration in the universities. It is a maddening experience, which I found both 
depressing and utterly alienating.  I do not recommend it. 
 
There are stirrings coming from the Ministry of Education to change this, because I am 
not the only person to make such complaints about the inefficiency and ineffectiveness of 
the CCP based administration of Chinese universities. But my Chinese colleagues tell me 
these stirrings are hot air. This does not surprise me, because there is no way that the 
CCP can afford to give autonomy (and hence “freedom of speech”) to China’s 
universities. If it did, the party would be committing suicide, because then the Chinese 
professors would launch another “100 flowers”. All the shithole aspects of the reign of 
the CCP would come to public notice, and the Chinese public would be disgusted and 
push the CCP out of power. Hence Chinese universities will remain under the thumb of 
the CCP until China as a whole democratizes. So how and when will that happen? 
 
 
What is to be done? 
 
I have very polarized opinions about the worth of the CCP. On the one hand it is the 
greatest criminal organization in history. It has killed more people than Stalin or Hitler. It 
has today over 1000 laogai for political prisoners and suppresses freedom of speech, 
assembly, press, unions etc. The government is truly a shithole and an object of hatred 
world wide. On the other hand, with its 80 million members, some of whom are truly 
capable and intelligent (but most are middle class opportunists, hoping for better jobs by 
string-pulling corrupt party managers), the party has given China, (since Mao died and 
Deng Xiaoping restored China to capitalism in 1978), the world’s highest economic 
growth rate, and has pulled 100s of millions of Chinese out of abject poverty, as well as 
giving the Chinese people the world’s highest average economic growth rate. It has also 
given the Chinese people a new nationalist pride after the shame and inferiority it felt in 
the 19th and 20th centuries when the European, American and Japanese powers attempted 
to colonize the country with their superior technologies and military strength.  
 
It would be nice if one could give China a new government that could throw out the 
negatives of the current regime, but could keep its positives. I have the ambition to 
become perhaps even a member of the party myself, if that is allowed, and act as a kind 
of “transitological advisor” to the democratic faction of the CCP. If the CCP does not 



have a step by step plan for a smooth transition to democracy, then that is extremely short 
sighted and callous of it. Surely, in a vast organization of 80 million Chinese, such a plan 
must exist in some form or another. The highly intelligent leaders and policy advisors 
cannot be so blind as not to notice that the whole world is democratizing, and that it will 
be China’s turn in about 10 years. The writing is so obviously on the wall. 
 
The CCP has two options in this regard. A) It can be pushed out of power by a “people 
power” revolution which may be violent, and even lead to a civil war, killing large 
numbers of people and utterly crushing China’s economic rise. Or, B) It can reform itself 
into a democratic party and compete with rival parties in national elections. In short, the 
CCP will need either to “reform or retire.” I split the party leadership into two groups, 
the “lemmings” and the “squirrels”. Lemmings are mouse sized herd animals that follow 
each other blindly over the cliff, committing suicide when they overpopulate. Squirrels 
plan ahead for the winter by storing food during the summer months. If the “CCP 
lemmings” keep the upper hand, they will end up killing the party, by continuing with 
“status quo” policies. If the CCP does not reform itself into a new democratic party, the 
Chinese middle class will eventually rise up and push them out of power. The “CCP 
squirrels” on the other hand are more intelligent and progressive. They see the writing on 
the wall, and want to see the CCP keep its power and high economic growth rate that the 
Chinese people really want. So they will create a plan for a smooth transition. The 
squirrels realize that they will have to make some major changes to the CCP’s policies if 
they are to survive the national elections when they come, and they will come. The 
squirrels only have about 10 years to get ready. 
 
What might this plan consist of? Some obvious broad brush strokes would include – 
 

a) Change the name of the party from CCP to CSDP (Chinese Social Democratic 
Party) to send a clear signal to the Chinese people that a new policy and 
leadership is in town. 

b) Totally dissociate the CSDP from Mao, history’s greatest tyrant. (Obviously the 
opposition parties will tarnish the CCP with its criminal history, its killing of 70 
million Chinese and its laogai.) 

c) Disband the laogai, freeing the political prisoners. 
d) Purge the corrupt members of the former CCP, now in the CSDP, at all levels. 
e) Advertise to the Chinese people, the following slogan “Do you want your country 

to be run by a bunch of amateurs, and see the world’s highest average economic 
growth rate evaporate?” This would be a very powerful slogan, since most 
Chinese care most about their jobs and standard of living. They care less about 
who is dictating them in Beijing. 

f) Change the flag, the money, the anthem, pull down all Mao statues, etc. 
g) Invite Taiwan to return to a richer, democratic mainland China. Give up Tibet and 

Xinjiang. 
h) Join an Asian Union. 
i) Become the planet’s new dominant power, the “New China” - modern, civilized, 

admired and respected all over the world. 
j) Get really friendly with the EU and the US.  



k) Help remove the remaining straggling non democracies left on the planet, pushing 
towards a totally democratic world (“dedictation”), where democratic nations do 
not go to war against each other. Abolish the arms trade and nuclear weapons. 

l) Play a major role in helping the planet merge into a global state. 
 
 
Summary 
 
I hope the above analysis has convinced you that it is probably too soon for you to 
migrate to China. I’m an unusual case. I took the plunge, partly because of my age. If I 
had taken my own advice and waited 10 years until China democratizes, then I would be 
getting rather old (in my 70s) to be making such a major transition. Also, I’m a cultural 
adventurer, so “roughing it” culturally speaking, is something I’m used to. I lived 8 years 
in Japan and was highly critical of that country’s many inferiorities as well. (See the first 
half of my second book [4]). If you’re young, a bit footloose and ambitious, then I can 
strongly recommend you come to China, but only after it democratizes, otherwise you 
will only end up hating “living in the shithole”, feeling bitter at the lack of freedom of 
speech, having your internet censored (and thus being forced to use a proxy server every 
day), and living in an intellectually sterile environment, due to the suppression of 
uninhibited thinking. The Chinese Nobel Prize record could not be worse. No country has 
won less (non peace) Nobel prizes than China (namely zero). Such an intellectual record 
from the world’s largest population is pathetic and reflects directly on China’s lack of 
freedom of speech, which leads to a general intellectual malaise, a mean spiritedness that 
is everywhere in China. Living with it is painful for a westerner, who takes freedom of 
speech for granted. I avoid this ubiquitous Chinese mean spiritedness as much as I can by 
living in my own little micro-culture, with the internet and my many books, both paper 
and electronic. 
 
So, if you are young, or middling young, and are thinking of moving to China, I suggest 
you master spoken Chinese, and the incredibly clumsy Chinese writing system (the only 
country in the world not to use an alphabet). Soon (if China’s transition to democracy is 
smooth) China will be seen as the land of opportunity – so “go west young man (if you’re 
an American, or east if you’re a European)”. In the 2020s and beyond, it will be the most 
exciting place on the planet. That’s what I’m here for. Europe is too stuffy, sclerotic, and 
culture bound. The US is too fat, middle class and complacent. The future is China’s (and 
India’s). They are the energetic powerhouses of the near future, the woken giants. 
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