A 65-year-old professor at Beijing

BY TED PLAFKER

BEBING
EIING UNIVERSITY, well known both
B at home and abroad as a hotbed of
political activism, has once again
produced a vocal figure with bold new
ideas about China's urgent need for politi-
cal reform.

But Shang Dewen does not quite fit the
stereotype of a Beijing University radical.
That image, made famous worldwide dur-
ing the student-led. pro-democracy pro-
tests of 1989, is of a brash young hunger
striker wearing a headband, marching with
comrades holding banners, and calling for
the dismissal of top leaders.

A professor at Beijing University’s Eco-
nomics Institute, Dr. Shang, at 65, is nei-
ther young nor brash. But the blueprint for
political reform that he recently released
marks nearly as direct and profound a chal-
lenge to the government as anything the
student protesters called for eight years
ago.

His plan would take 25 years to put fully
into effect and would produce something
remarkably similar to the system of gov-
ernment in the United States. It would fea-
ture three branches of government, with
checks and balances maintained among
them, and would include popular elections
for officials up to and including the presi-
dent. The courts and the monetary system
would be free from political interference.
The military would be under civilian con-
trol, and the press would be free.

SPARRING IN THE OFFICIAL PRESS

“It is very important that somebody
speak out and talk about what needs to be
done,” says Dr. Shang in an interview,

He has chosen a particularly sensitive
time to do so. This week, China’s Commu-
nist Party is scheduled to start its full con-
gress, which is held only once every five
years.

la advance of the opening of the con-
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gress on September 12, Chinese leaders
have been sparring in the official press
about how best to reform China’s lagging
state-owned enterprises and whether to
keep a tight lid on inflation.

In Dr. Shang’s view, China’s main prob-

‘lem is far more basic. Itis the rising tension

between an economic system that has been
allowed to thoroughly reform itself and a
Stalinesque political system that has hard-
ly changed at all.

““Theoretically, it is the friction and col-
lision of these two contradictory systems
which generate all malpractice and cor-
rupt, illegal behavior,’” he wrote in an es-
say that he sent last month to Chinese
President Jiang Zemin. °‘Therefore we
need to speed up our pace of political re-
form."’

‘IDEOLOGICALLY NEUTRAL’

Given Dr. Shang’s rhetorical style, it
comes as no surprise to learn that he is also
vice-chairman of the All China Association
of the History of Marxist-Leninist Eco-
nomic Theory.

Although he recognizes that his pro-
posed reform program poses a threat to
many people now holding power and influ-
ence in China, he insists that his ideas
themselves are ‘‘ideologically neutral”
and need not lead to the Communist Par-
ty’s fall from power.

**Of course, the Communists might lose
in a free clection, but then they could just
work harder and maybe do better the next
time,"”’ he says. -

He believes, however, that the Commu-
nist Party is the only force in China today
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speak out and talk about what needs
to be done.”

with the organizational structure to suc-
cessfully manage the country’s complex
and changing economic and social situa-
tion. His essay makes frequent and favor-
able mention of the late Deng Xiaoping,
the ‘‘paramount leader’” who launched
China on the path to reform nearly 20 years
ago.

Although Dr. Shang’s proposal for polit-
ical change has received no official re-

“0f course, the Communists might lose In a free

- election, but then they could Just work harder

and maybe do better the next time.”
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sponse, he has received a fair bit of atten-
tion from the international press as well as
from his family, friends, and neighbors.
They have heard about his ideas from Chi-
nese-language news programs broadcast
from outside the country, and they woiry
about whether his candor will bring him
trouble.

LITTLE CONTACT WITH STUDENTS

Many political activists in China have
landed in jail for making far less radical
proposals, but Dr. Shang dismisses the
possibility. He is not, he insists, organizing
opposition to the government. He has
merely made some suggestions, and he
does not plan to cause any trouble if they
are not heeded.

1 am nothing like Wei Jingsheng, or
Wang Dan,’” he says, referring to two of
China's better-known dissidents, now
serving jail terms of 14 and 11 years, re-
spectively.

Neither does he have much opportunity
to rile up students on the ever-sensitive
Beijing University campus. Scheduled to
retire next year, Dr. Shang now teaches no
regular classes and advises only a handful
of students. -

Rather than go to work at his departmen-
tal office, the professor spends most of his
time at what is, by local standards. a
roomy and comfortable apartment, just
west of the campus.

More likely than a knock on the door
from the police, Dr. Shang says, mightbea
visit from the Beijing University Commu-
nist Party secretary.

“But actually, I don't think he would
dare give me trouble,’” says the professor.
“After all, I have four great theorists
behind me: Marx, Lenin, Mao Zedong,
and Deng Xiaoping. And I also have be-
hind me nearly 1.3 billion ordinary Ghi-
nese, who know that these changes must
be made.”’ =



