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Introduction to the 
Berkshire Dictionary of 

Chinese Biography

T he guiding principle behind the fi rst 
three volumes of the Berkshire Dic-

tionary of Chinese Biography, issued in 
2014, was simply to attempt to populate 
and make more knowable and appreci-
ated, at least to a non-specialist and 
English-speaking audience, the vast 
sweep of Chinese history from the earliest 
dynasties up to the modern era. Rather 
than simply producing a long  series of 
emperors and offi cials, we tried give 
some sense of the diversity of important 
players and their contributions over this 
four-millennia-long period.

This fourth volume covers fi gures, 
most of whom are still alive, who 
infl uenced events from 1979 onwards. 
The challenge here has been the reverse 
of previous volumes. Far from being 
dominated by one particular type of 
fi gure or one guiding narrative that has 
become the consensus view and has had 
time to become accepted and embedded 
in our understanding, modern Chinese 
history almost splinters, into dozens of 

different paths along which we can 
wander endlessly. Not only fi gures 
within the People’s Republic of China, 
Hong Kong, and Taiwan (an area we can 
capture with the term Greater China) but 
those from the global Chinese diaspora 
start to become more important, as do 
cultural fi gures, fi lm stars, singers, 
activists, writers, and business people. 
Details about their lives are abundant 
rather than restricted. The key task 
becomes not one of detection and 
assemblage of whatever facts we can 
fi nd, but rather of exclusion and 
selectivity. And unlike with historic 
fi gures in the more remote past, whose 
careers and contributions we have had 
time to refl ect on in order to reach some 
kind of common appreciation, our 
judgments of these recent lives are more 
conditional, provisional, and for that 
reason sometimes contentious.

The break at 1979 between the fi rst 
three volumes and this one is very 
deliberate. The bridge between the end 
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beyond. Some have expressed their 
views in political polemic, some in more 
symbolic form; some took direct action, 
through law or other means. Others have 
retreated into a more symbolic mode of 
opposition or expression of difference. 

The only safe conclusion one can 
draw when stepping back and looking 
at recent history through some of these 
key life stories is that there was no easy 
entity called “China” nor a neat set of 
values and ideas that could be labeled 
distinctly Chinese. Instead, ideas fl owed 
in and out of China and impacted 
intellectual, cultural, and political life, 
sometimes producing startling new 
forms. Unsurprisingly, this collection 
also pays tribute to the fi gures who have 
shaped life in Hong Kong, before and 
after its reversion from British to Chinese 
sovereignty in 1997, and in Taiwan, 
which has continued to develop its own 
highly distinctive pathway as part of 
the Chinese cultural world, while becom-
ing increasingly politically and economi-
cally separate, despite Beijing’s strong 
antipathy to this. 

The fragmentariness of modern 
China comes across in the very different 
styles in which our contributors have 
rendered particular fi gures. With Chinese 
mainland political leaders, the tone is 
one appropriate in accounting for the 
sober procession through various formal 
positions up the hierarchy to senior 
leadership and infl uence. Sometimes 
glory awaited them—witness the tale of 
current President Xi Jinping. But others 

of the Maoist period from 1976 and the 
start of the Deng Xiaoping reforms in 
1978–1979 gave birth not only to 
economic changes in the People’s 
Republic, but to a new form of hybrid 
Chinese modernity which, over time, 
started to transcend the boundaries of 
the country and reach into the rest of the 
world. We are still living in this era, 
labeled as “Reform and Opening Up” in 
China, but by many other terms in the 
rest of the world. One scholar I spoke to 
a few years ago used the simple term, 
“The Great Transformation.” Others 
have simply called it the start of Global 
China. The British writer Martin Jacques 
has even labeled this date the start of the 
twenty-fi rst century. The only consensus 
inside and outside China seems to be 
that the country is a different place after 
this watershed, as is the very quality of 
what it is to be Chinese. The biographies 
in this fi nal volume map that difference, 
and give it a human face. 

The fi rst illusion that might be shed 
when reading through this series of 
biographies is that there is no easy, 
unifi ed sense of what China is, what its 
most recent history has meant, and what 
its core current values are. There are 
fi gures here profoundly supportive of 
the mission from Beijing to create a 
strong country guided by largely Chinese 
Communist ideology and institutions, 
and others deeply antagonistic and 
opposed to this who assert a different 
vision, some of them from communities 
in the rest of Greater China or the world 
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fell by the wayside; Bo Xilai is the cause 
célèbre here. Some have exercised 
infl uence in more subtle ways, like Qiao 
Shi, a low-key politician in the Jiang 
Zemin era. Others gained, even in their 
lifetimes, a sort of infamy. Li Peng, linked 
to the Tiananmen Square Incident in 1989 
is the most prominent example of this. 

And then there are the cultural 
fi gures, who have sometimes fl ourished, 
at least if they were based in the mainland, 
and sometimes been victimized. A fi gure 
like Jet Li, feted in Hollywood and now a 
global star, typifi es the new face of global 
China, a person bought up in Beijing in 
the 1960s, a product of the state fi lm 
industry who took his chance in the 1980s 
and sought fame and fortune in Hong 
Kong and then in the United States. 
Straddling the language worlds of 
Chinese and English, he captures some of 
the ambiguity and torn nature of modern 
China: belonging to two places, located 
mostly in one but often nostalgic and 
deeply loyal to his roots. 

But of course, there are the more 
marginal voices, the most prominent of 
them fi gures like Nobel Prize Laureate 
Liu Xiaobo, imprisoned since 2009 
despite international criticism, and a 
person whose forensic critiques of the 
Communist Party’s moral behavior in 
the modern era have so riled fi gures of 
authority in Beijing. Alongside Liu 
were  previous forces of criticism and 
opposition, fi gures like Liu Binyan, one 
of the fi nest modern journalists whose 

work in the 1950s exposing early 
Communist corruption and misbehavior 
earned him over two decades in jail or 
detention. Liu was to end his days as a 
émigré in America—a common fate for 
many of the most outspoken critics, but 
as his entry in this collection makes clear, 
he is linked to a lineage of honest, 
upright, and fearless intellectual fi gures 
who have been a characteristic of Chinese 
history. 

The one similarity that this fi nal 
volume shares with the previous three, 
which covered years pre-1979, is 
questions about how to defi ne whom to 
include and whom to leave out. In a 
period of such rapid change and 
increased diversifi cation, who can be 
called truly representative in their fi eld? 
Some fi gures have already secured a 
place in history, among them the 
late scientist and father of China’s atom 
bomb Qian Xuesen, because of the 
unique and momentous nature of their 
achievements. But others, like pianist 
Lang Lang, are probably signifi cant 
because they are the fi rst in their fi elds to 
have become globally known Chinese 
practitioners. In that sense, beyond their 
intrinsic talents and technical mastery in 
any particular fi eld, the fact that they 
were Chinese path-breakers gives them 
added importance. 

Unlike the fi gures in the fi rst three 
volumes, many of those covered in this 
collection are still in the midst of their 
careers, and much of their work remains 
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to be done. Xi Jinping has been leader of 
China only since 2012. Those like Lang 
Lang are still relatively young. The 
authors of their entries may speculate 
about their future endeavors, but of 
course, one thing we can take for granted 
in the course of events is how unexpected 
outcomes often are and how hard they 
can be to predict even for individuals 
working in very defi ned areas. 

In a period when many make fi rm 
claims about the importance of Chinese 
culture and a unifi ed sense of Chinese 
identity, contemplating the diversity of 
lives there and their different tones and 
trajectories helps to guard against 
oversimplifi cation. The China that comes 
through in this volume is one that is 
dispersed, rich in different ideas and 
identities, often contradictory, sometimes 
fractious, but full of creative human 
complexity. The lives rendered here 
represent this; some were heroic, some 
tragic, and many inspirational. Some are 
given trenchant criticism, and some are 
celebrated with a sense of wonder and 
awe. It would be interesting to speculate 
on how this collection might look in fi fty 
years, or after a century. Would someone 
dusting it off from a library bookshelf, 
intrigued by the title, wonder who on 
earth these largely forgotten fi gures 
were? Or would they be fascinated by 
the early assessments of people who had 
gone on to become truly historic fi gures, 
their reputations lasting beyond their 
lifetimes. Of course, as editor I hope that 

the majority will fall into the latter 
category. But at the very least, this is one 
of the fi rst, perhaps the fi rst attempt, to 
address the issue of whose contribution 
in whichever fi eld they were prominent 
in will have historical longevity. This 
volume, therefore, differs in that many 
of the fi gures portrayed occupy a 
pioneering role with little of the 
scholarship and refl ection concerning 
their legacy that was utilized in earlier 
volumes.

We hope that by placing the three 
volumes covering historic China with 
this more modern volume, readers might 
get a sense both of history already made 
alongside that of history being made, 
and what this means in a China that 
often seems alienated from its past while 
trying to recover  and reconnect with it. 
Every fi gure covered in this fi nal work 
has made a contribution to this endeavor, 
through what they did or what they tried 
to achieve. That in the end is the 
connection, or link, between the Chinas 
of now and the Chinas that came 
before—an attempt to create a national 
or cultural narrative that is full of heroic 
peaks and some devastating troughs, 
but which is fated to always be a mission 
in process, rather than something that 
can ever be proclaimed complete. 

Kerry Brown, Editor in Chief
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He is the author of What’s Wrong 
with Diplomacy: The Case of the UK and 
China (2015),  China and the EU in Context 
(2014), The New Emperors: Power and the 
Princelings in China (2014), Carnival China: 
China in the Era of Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping 
(2014), Hu Jintao, China’s Silent Leader (2012), 
Ballot Box China (2011) and the edited 
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Enemies: The Past, Present and Future of the 
Communist Party of China (2009), The Rise 
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Cultural Revolution in Inner Mongolia 
(2006). He was a coeditor of the Berkshire 
Encyclopedia of China (2009) and editor in 
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K erry Brown is Professor of Chinese 
studies and director of the Lau 

China Institute, King’s College in London. 
Until November 2015, he was director of 
the China Studies Centre at the University 
of Sydney. Before moving to Australia, he 
was head of the Asia Programme at 
Chatham House, an independent policy 
institute based in London, and led the 
Europe China Research and Advice Net-
work (ECRAN) funded by the European 
Commission. Educated at the University 
of Cambridge, University of London, 
and University of Leeds, he worked in 
Japan and the Inner Mongolian region 
of China before joining the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Offi ce. He worked in 
the China Section and served as First 
Secretary in Beijing from 2000 to 2003, 
and was head of the Indonesia East 
Timor Section from 2003 to 2005. 
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