
I believe we have a screw loose 

Li Jingrui 

Before I resigned, I worked as a political correspondent for 8 years and went to the 

Guangzhou People’s Court every day for 3 years. Sometimes the court sessions for a 

criminal case would last for 2 or 3 hours, and then after a few months, they would 

take 15 minutes to announce judgement. I saw a high-level drug dealer risk 

everything in court to protect his wife. I saw lovers escape from blame by maliciously 

attacking each other. I saw an African man sentenced to 10 years in prison for 

bringing in hundreds of pornographic discs, the translator told him the prison term 

several times but he never dared believe it. When he finally did believe, he cried out. 

He let out a little whimper like a small animal. 

 

I don’t know why the court’s air conditioning on so low, the female journalists all 

wore long-sleeved shirts. The pale-faced people sitting in the corridor were either 

the defendant’s or the victim’s family. I didn’t know how to interview them, so my 

drafts always lacked details. All kinds of fragments and tatters overlaying each other. 

It made me remember that the court will always be an ice-cold place. I never 

anticipated that after several years I would come to think that at the very least this 

ice-cold would be capable of exposing the reality of this world. At the very least we 

Chinese journalists, who do not know what to do stand around looking on, could 

slowly touch this ice-cold world. But within the firewall, we stay quiet and silent. 

 

Altogether I reported on National People’s Congress and Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference five times. In 2008 I was on site for the Premier’s news 

conference. Even though we started queuing outside The Great Hall of the People at 

6:30am, my colleague and I only just scrambled to stand by the very back seats. 

Premier Wen Jiabao's voice came to us from a distant place. I remember the final 

question, the Premier expressed his wish to set aside this opportunity for a French 

journalist, then the Reuters journalist stood up, said that a person called Hu Jia (a 



PRC dissident and human rights activist) was now on trial in Beijing. His criminal 

charge was “incitement to subvert state power” (a criminal charge used to gag free 

speech). This was the first time I had heard this name. A month later Hu Jia was 

sentenced to jail for three and a half years, and during his 3 years in jail, I got to know 

his wife and his daughter. Our homes in Tongzhou were only separated by a canal, 

and they often came over as guests. The first time the little girl came to my house we 

ate Meng Long ice. She liked the cola chicken wings and honey-roasted wings I had 

made, while we grown-ups were talking she took it upon herself to learn how to shell 

melon seeds. One summer I bought a beautiful white cotton skirt for the child. The 

smallest size was still too long, so her mother hung it in the wardrobe. Every so often 

she’d go to her mother and say “Mama Mama, I want to see the wedding dress 

Auntie bought for me.” 

 

To begin with, she believed the story that her absent father was “going to school”, 

but she gradually became suspicious. However hard we tried, we grown-ups could 

fabricate a world of only Maidou and Garfield. Small children grow up too quickly, I 

don’t know when she learned to use the phrase “domestic security” and use it so 

often. The first tear had appeared in the fig leaf we were using to cover up the real 

world. After that, we couldn’t stop everything coming out in front of the child. Now 

she’s gone to Hong Kong, I am happy that she can push open the window and see all 

the way to Victoria Harbour. They’re aren’t black vans waiting downstairs now. No 

men in black suits. Those people we call “domestic security”. 

 

I took me a little while to accept that “they” truly existed, and were not part of a 

clumsy plot from an Eastern European or Soviet film. Even though I had already seen 

a few of them, they are always fuzzy and vague in my heart. I imagine that each and 

every one of them is only a screw turned especially tight because it has been turned 

too quickly and in confusion has changed direction. They do not really know their 

own position. If they live as a screw for very long, the work will make them lose their 

sense of ethics. On Christmas Eve night 2009, a few of my friends came to spend it in 



our home, we teased them for being in such an “uber” situation. Two domestic 

security drivers had delivered them downstairs. That day Beijing got so cold it was 

close to -10 degrees, and it was blowing a level 5 gale. My family and I thought about 

inviting them up, after all, in the house, the balcony was sealed and the heating was 

on, there was also a useful electric fireplace, the false flames could bring a real 

warmth. When everything was warm, maybe a screw would find themselves soft-

hearted. 

 

At 12 o’clock my friends hugged each other, one individual body from domestic 

security and I also hugged gently. Only in the moment when that body came into 

contact with another body, only then did he turn back from a screw into a regular 

person. Obviously, I had no way of knowing about his suffering, maybe he was just 

only here for show. Once they came to the house to search for things, it just 

happened that my parents were in Beijing. My mother, a shy woman who speaks 

Sichuan dialect, said to one of the men “You’d like a cup of tea?” They didn’t drink 

our family’s tea, but they seemed real and didn’t use the screw attitude. They 

treated the nice lady who invited them to drink tea with kindness. It’s a pity those 

moments always ended so quickly. They were still who they were, responsible and 

diligent screws. We were still who we were, the “political dissidents” the spokesman 

from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs said didn’t exist. 

 

Before all of that I saw Les Miserables in New York, and at the end, the whole 

audience all sobbed and applauded. I cannot forget Sha Wei’s choice, when he found 

himself with a deep conviction that in this world the law could not be interpreted the 

world in a fair and equitable way, he only had death. If possible, I wanted to invite 

them to see the film. I had never dared have such high hopes for humanity, but I 

really hoped that they could secretly loosen the screws in themselves, and then 

loosen a little more. Sometimes the collapse of the world does not need the tragic 

revolution shown in Les Miserables, it only needs these loosened screws. 

 



In the past few years, I have put together what I have read in a few books. The 

person with the deepest impact on me was Hannah Arendt. In Eichmann in 

Jerusalem, she raised the issue of “the evil of banality”, more and more people are 

already familiar with this concept. From my viewpoint, two sentences in this book 

are best able to summarise the evil of banality: one sentence is “the nature of 

totalitarian rule, and I’m afraid the nature of the bureaucratic system, is to change 

people into bureaucrats, change an intermediate administrative system into a simple 

gear, this change is called dehumanisation”. The other sentence is “in politics, 

obedience is tantamount to support”. 

 

The Jewish author Jonathan Littell’s Revenge of the Goddess was published in 

Chinese two years ago. He used a 700-page novel to explain the phrase Arendt 

invented: “the national machine is as fragile as a pile of sand… it exists, because all of 

the people agree that it exists, even its victims agree, even often up until the last 

minute. Without those Hess’s, those Eichmanns, those fruits of Groditz, those 

Vyshinskys… a Stalin or a Hitler is just a powerless sheep full of hatred and fear.” 

 

So as I believe that the German people silently hid an Oskar Schindler, I also believe 

that the men in black suits were hiding a loosened screw amongst “them”. While it 

looks as if this national machine is still making good time, I believe that a screw is 

breaking away from the inside. It is waking up, yawning and stretching. The 

surrounding world is still pitch black, but he is already striving to shine his own light. 


