3/25/2020 Stay abroad, or return to China? One Chinese student grapples with the decision - SupChina

(https://supchina.com/)

SRS

| <04 |

-
i

2y
= C

(HTTPS://SUPCHINA.COM/CATEGORY/FEATURED/)

(HTTPS://SUPCHINA.COM/CATEGORY/OPINION/)

Illustration by Derek Zheng

The UK’s handling of the
COVID-19 pandemic has left
much to be desired, but for
Chinese nationals with the
option, is returning to China
during this time really all
that wiser?
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v=2XRc389TvG8) with Sky News, England’s chief
science adviser Sir Patrick Vallance said that 60% of
the population “will need to be infected” in order to
reach “herd immunity.” This now infamous “herd
immunity” theory was, at that time, part of the
government’s strategy to combat the coronavirus.
Following this announcement, panic and fear
spread among the Chinese diaspora in the UK.

The next day, when | woke up, my WeChat was filled
with links to a Chinese article
(https://finance.sina.com.cn/world/gjcj/2020-03-
13/doc-iimxxstf8838576.shtml) titled,

“British government admits it will let millions get
infected in order to build herd immunity.” It didn't
take long before my mom, who lives in northeast
China, got the news. She called me, cried, and
begged me to come back as soon as possible. My
dad asked if the British government had gone

insane.

Suddenly, | realized | had to choose between staying
in the UK, where according to the *herd immunity”
theory, two-thirds of the population was expected
to be infected, and returning to my home country,
where the leadership was ready to declare victory as
new domestic cases of COVID-19 have been

reduced to nearly zero after an aggressive two-
month battle. The answer seemed easy: If home is

safer, go home.
This web site uses cookies to

Bud€bvel i nesesstudeiosstibavstudy abroad — and
many of usideewaoefast for the education, but also
to expssigacedhejtree and&pen society promised
by liberal democracies — to stay or to go is not

simply a guestion of which country is safer. It is a
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decision, because nothing else has quite tested my

faith in “the Western system.”

I've been following the COVID-19 outbreak in

Wuhan since Day 1, and I've encountered too many
tragic stories brought about by the Chinese
Communist Party’'s aggressive Mao-style anti-virus
campaign
(https://Mww.nytimes.com/2020/02/15/business/china-
coronavirus-lockdown.html). The complete

lockdown of cities has been accompanied by an
introduction of emergency regulations that have
enabled an unprecedented extension of state

power into personal lives. These measures are

tough, crude, and often brutal. Those most
vulnerable — the poor, the disabled, the diseased,
and the elderly — have been the hardest hit
(https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/09/business/china-
coronavirus-disabilities-wealth-gap.html?
_ga=2.74524562.1847639813.1584649981-
580446784.1584649981). The implementation of
these top-down policies on a grassroots level has
been extreme, and accompanied by chaos,
confusion, and violence
(https://news.163.com/20/0219/02/FSNCEMSRO0018990.html).
As Cpinese his%orian Luo Xin '3 said in a podcast
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(https://Mwww.nytimes.com/2020/01/22/world/asia/coronavirus-
guarantines-history.ntml?
_9a=2.255364749.480013506.1585065601-
580446784.1584649981)a
(https://mwww.nytimes.com/2020/01/22/world/asia/coronavirus-
guarantines-history.ntml?
_ga=2.255364749.480013506.1585065601-
580446784.1584649981). Only the Chinese

Communist Party, powered by its long tradition of
campaign-style governance, had the capacity to

mobilize and execute this strategy. Only the CCP,

with regime stability as its No. 1 priority, would have

been willing to contain the virus at all costs.

So what do we make of European countries, from
Italy to Germany, beginning to adopt strategies
similar to China's, most notably the lockdown of
cities
(https://fedition.cnn.com/2020/03/09/europe/coronavirus-
italy-lockdown-intl/index.ntml)? Is it possible that
China’s strategy, backed by facts and science
(https://mwww.imperial.ac.uk/media/imperial-
college/medicine/sph/ide/gida-fellowships/Imperial-
College-COVIDI19-NPI-modelling-16-03-2020.pdf), is
needed to save lives?

In the past week, | have found myself confused and
upset by the suggestion that the Chinese
authoritarian system is inherently superior in

handling crises. To borrow the words of a friend of
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they-should-be-thanking-us-101527671.html)), who
said: “When it comes to expressing thanks, never
invert the relationship of the people to their rulers.”
And as lan Johnson writes
(https://mwww.nytimes.com/2020/03/13/opinion/china-
response-china.ntml|?
_ga=2.33098558.1847639813.1584649981-
580446784.1584649981), “There's nothing
authoritarian about checking temperatures at
airports, enforcing social distancing or offering free

medical care to anyone with Covid-19.”

Now, following the outbreak in day whatever-this-is,
I'm annoyed by how the West seems to have copied
China’s worst measures, but ignored some of its
successful ones (like ubiquitous temperature
checks). Western countries that have presented an
alternative path, such as the UK, have failed. What is
even more disturbing is that alternatives have not
been nearly as liberal, democratic, or humane as |
would have expected. Human lives are reduced to
statistics, and human suffering has become a
necessary cost for societies to absorb.

The British government’s exceptionally slow

response to COVID-19 reminded me of Chinese

T ou

authorities’ "Everything is under control”

(http:/Mmww.xinhuanet.com/politics/2020-
01/19/c_1125480602.htm)talk during the early days of

the Wuhan outbreak. Boris Johnson'’s take-it-on-
This web site uses cookies to
the-chin tone when he told people to prepare for
deliver a modern, enjoyable welb ) ) ,
“losing their loved onés” echoes Xi's “We will win this
| site experience. _
People's War against coronavirus at all costs

(htt g ARV NS net cOTTRR- M ments/2020-
01/28/c_1125507592.htm),” even when the cost is the
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immunity”?

The weekend following Johnson'’s briefing on March
13 was a chaotic and confusing time for many
Chinese students in the UK. Plane ticket prices
soared as much as fourfold, and, “Are you going
back?” became the most frequently asked question
among us. As more and more people around me
began to pack and leave, | grew more anxious in my

indecisiveness.

Is it still reasonable to trust the British government’s
ability, or indeed its willingness, to control the
spread of the virus? Is there any possibility that the
small boring English town where | live will become
the next Wuhan, and Britain the next Italy? When
some Chinese students in our WeChat group
sarcastically commented, “What happened to
human rights” or “Why can't they just learn from
China,” | couldn’t help but ask myself: By choosing
to go back, would | be choosing China’s

authoritarian system over democracy?
In the end, I've decided to stay.

| know that it's possible I'll spend the next few
montRE NGRY FB YRS SH99ET R situation worsens,
th & BBREP FRRFR Wi RENE Te488res to restrict
people's fFrabRIBFRYON?STel or gather. Still, | have
choséndidsstaytirerause |1Aageept that the UK police
would not break down my door, smash up

(httos:/Mww.scmp.comNideo/china/3048401/coronavirus-
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for public shame
(https:/mww.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/02/19/chinese-
authorities-humiliating-people-not-wearing-face-
masks/);
(https://mwww.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/02/19/chinese-
authorities-humiliating-people-not-wearing-face-
masks/) my pets would not be left to fend for
themselves if | were physically removed
(https://mwww.nbcnews.com/news/world/video-
appears-show-people-china-forcibly-taken-
guarantine-over-coronavirus-n1133096) to a
guarantine center, my neighbors would not report
me just for entertaining foreigners
(https://supchina.com/2020/03/23/in-beijing-social-
monitoring-and-control-turns-kafkaesque/), and my
door would not be fitted with a motion sensor; |
would not be condemned online
(https://supchina.com/2020/03/20/chinese-students-
overseas-flock-home-get-slammed-online-for-
risking-chinas-success-in-containing-covid-19/) as
someone shamelessly bringing the virus back to her

home country.

| want to choose to not go outside, to maintain
social distance, and have my temperature checked,
as a responsible citizen fulfilling her civic obligation
amid a global pandemic — instead of facing the
stigma of being a potential virus carrier by both the
state and my fellow citizens. While | have been

surprised by how terrible a job many Western
pThiS vve% site uses cookiés to Y

countries are doing with tgis pandemic, what
deliver a modern;enjoyable web

compels me to stay is not because a liberal
Site experience.

democracy can better handle a crisis than China —
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beca%%%tﬁ'tecsaer%t% ecause the West — though

it is now repeating some of China's aggressive
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that individuals are endowed with — that little
something | hope we don't forget about as we

brace for worse days ahead.
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