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Let Me Record this Disaster:
[USA] Mark Levine

Words for China's Combating COVID-19

e Fighting against this epidemic is not only China’s responsibility, but also the
joint efforts of all people worldwide.

e Why should I write down this disaster? Because I will tell you how Chinese
people are united throughout the country.

Dear Friends in the United States,

I hope you are well. I have been reading news reports about the, once again, ter-
rible consequences of the :flu in the United States and my friends here, both Chinese
and foreigners, hope that everyone there can remain safe. Here in China, as I presume
you know, we have been dealing with COVID-19, the illness caused by the novel
coronavirus, for the past few months. While the situation is serious, witnessing the
aggressive actions of the government and the actions of individual Chinese people in
working to control the virus, I cannot help but be impressed. And, this is not the first
time that the Chinese response to such situations has impressed me.

Among the songs that I have written about China since I first arrived in China
in 2005, there are several that speak about critical situations that have occurred here.
Frozen Dreams was about the extraordinary weather during the winter of 2008 that
shut down much of the transportation system at the time, like the current situation,
of Spring Festival which features the world’s largest annual mass migration. Only a
few months later, my song Earthquake Earthquake talked about the temblor in Wen-
chuan, Sichuan Province that cost the lives of more than 70,000 people. The following
year [ wrote Rain, Rain Go Away about the massive destruction caused by floods in
south China.

Why am [ writing about all these disasters? The answer is quite simple. While
each song talks about the problems and the terrible consequences of the specific

' This paper is excerpted from Battling the Virus: Witnessing China Combating COVID-19 (English
Edition), edited by Liu Li, published jointly, London: Global Century Publishing, Nanchang:
Jiangxi Education Publishing House, 2020. Pages 64-71.
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disaster, more importantly, they all talk about the response. They talk about the unified
response. The Chinese government, Chinese people, the army, the police all joined
together to confront the situation with great unity. And, although I have not yet writ-
ten a song about it, what I have seen in all the other situations is what I am seeing in
response to this coronavirus. Just to name a few we have seen...

Hubei Province, where the virus was first discovered in the city of Wuhan, has
been closed off to all but emergency travel in or out. People there and elsewhere
have been quarantined. In Beijing, for example, anyone showing symptoms or peo-
ple coming to the city are in a mandated 14-day quarantine while millions more,
myself included, have been in a self-imposed quarantine.

Hundreds of medical teams with nearly 40,000 medical personnel have arrived
in Wuhan from all across China to help. Two over 1000-bed hospitals were built in
Wuhan in only ten days to treat affected patients.

For controlling the spread of the virus, the government has delayed school start
dates. 200 million are starting online classes so that they can continue their education
while staying home with their families. Meanwhile teachers, like me, were asked to
prepare for starting online teaching. But I have zero experience in providing this kind
of education. This semester I am scheduled to teach three different courses: The
History of English literature, Public Speaking and Debating. For the next three
days, I adjusted the course contents and worked hard to learn new teaching software.
It has involved a massive amount of work but as I told to my colleagues and friends,
I cherish the opportunities to learn new things. My classes will start tomorrow (Feb-
ruary 24).

One way or another, it is clear that no one’s life in China is not being affected. In
my case, | was already planning to spend my winter school break in Beijing working
on my new book 5000 Days in China. In addition, I was scheduled to judge a few
public speaking competitions for young kids and to visit the home of one of my
Chinese colleagues for Spring Festival Eve on January 24. I cancelled all plans and
began my self-imposed quarantine in my apartment. The competitions and a few oth-
er events were cancelled but the quarantine actually helped me focus on my writing.

Apart from writing and planning classes, I have made a point to keep in con-
tact, with many of my students and other friends, checking out how they are doing.
Throughout this time I have yet to find a single person, including among the many
I know in Wuhan, who has been infected or knows anyone who has been infected
with the novel coronavirus. Similarly, I have been regularly contacted by students
and friends in many countries to inquire about my health and safety. Also I have been
contacted by various media, including Beijing Youth Daily and Peoples Daily, for
interviews about the current situation.

Since my quarantine began I have journeyed to a nearby supermarket for food
and nowhere else. Although Beijing, and my neighborhood, is still very quiet, I have
noticed some changes since my quarantine began. In the market, for example, when
I'went on about January 28th, the market which normally opens at 8 am had a crowd
of about 30 people standing outside when I arrived at about 9:55. The market opened
5 minutes later. Everyone rushed and within the first 20 minutes more than half of
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the vegetables had been grabbed up. The other thing that went quickly was masks. I
got some vegetables and two masks. On the way back home from the market, I noticed
a couple restaurants that had stocked up on supplies in anticipation of large crowds
during the holiday had set up tables on the sidewalk and were selling some of their
vegetable supply.

By the time of my next shopping trip, a few days later, the crowd at the market
was a little smaller. The food was now plentiful, but still no more masks. (I later or-
dered a box of 20 from a friend who always sells masks.) A few weeks later entry into
the supermarket involved having your temperature taken in order to enter by. There
were even further changes by the time of my birthday on February 19th. Fewer cus-
tomers were actually going shopping themselves as market staff were running around
with supermarket baskets collecting items to be delivered to customers. The produce
section used to have a small quantity of pre-packaged produce while the bulk was un-
packaged. Now a larger percentage is already packaged and weighed to make it easier
to grab items and get out of the store quickly.

Similarly, the 15-minute walk to the supermarket has changed over the past
week. More restaurants in the neighbourhood, which is well known for its restau-
rants from all across China has opened, but still not a majority. Several convenience
stores are open and have been throughout the time of my quarantine. A well-known
neighbourhood bakery re opened about two weeks ago and two of the many small
storefronts that specialize in beverages are now open. Most businesses remain closed
as of this time but the neighbourhood is becoming more active.

While China is on a serious path to help control the spread of the disease, there
is one thing that I find of great concern. In addition to writing, class preparation, etc.,
I do spend some time each day reading the news, particularly about the coronavirus.
My concern is not only a significant amount of misinformation but how this is then
used to convey an anti-China and anti-Chinese message both in the US and else-
where.

The fight against this disease requires a unified effort by all, not merely in China
but around the world, to defeat it quickly. Please join us in the battle and encourage
others to do the same.

Stay strong and be well.

Mark
February 23rd, 2020 in Beijing

Mark Levine, born in Los Angeles in 1948, has PhD in Sociology and is Amer-
ican country musician, charity organizer, columnist. He is currently a professor at the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences and Minzu University of China.

The epidemic broke out during the winter vacation, so he chose to stay in Bei-
jing. While at home in quarantine, he wrote a book about his experiences in China
over a decade; he was actively preparing for online courses after vacation and adjust-
ed his teaching content. At the same time, he also read the news to understand the ep-
idemic, and offered encouragment to friends and students in China to cheer them up.





