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Robert Lawrence Kuhn says 
the West often doesn’t under-
stand the Chinese leadership’s 
key priorities for China. The 
67-year-old American is seen 
by many as one of the few 
figures outside the world’s 
second-largest economy who 
actually does.

He is regarded as a knowl-
edgeable insider, having been 
an adviser to a number of 
leading Chinese bodies since 
the late-1980s and knowing 
many of the country’s top 
political figures personally. 

“There is rarely alignment 
between what topics China’s 
leaders think are important 
about China and what the 
world thinks,” says Kuhn, 
also an international corpo-
rate strategist and investment 
banker. “Understanding Chi-
na requires knowing the dif-
ference.”

He was speaking recently 
in the five-star Grand Hyatt 
hotel in central Beijing, which 
is his home for 90 days a year. 
He divides the rest of his time 
between his three homes in 
the United States and traveling 
elsewhere.

“They treat me very well 
here. Even when I travel 
around China, I keep a room 
here,” he says.

The hotel is well placed near 
China’s seat of government 
around Tian’anmen Square 
where he has an extensive net-
work of contacts.

His latest book, How China’s 
Leaders Think: The Inside Story 
of China’s Past, Current and 
Future Leaders, which is now 
out in paperback and runs to 
more than 500 pages, goes into 
extensive detail about those 
who have the responsibility for 
shaping modern China. 

Kuhn, who cuts a dapper 
figure, says many in the West 
often have an outdated view 
about modern Chinese lead-
ers.

“The reality is that China’s 
leaders are meritocratic,” he 
says.

“Many have strong academ-

ic backgrounds from top uni-
versities and all have signifi-
cant experience, often having 
run two or more provinces or 
major municipalities as Party 
secretary, governor or mayor.”

Kuhn, who is also a new 
China Daily columnist, is 
much in demand from major 
news organizations around 
the world and makes TV 
appearances on BBC, CNBC, 
Euronews and Bloomberg TV. 
He says he has had complete 
freedom to express his opin-
ions.

“I have written three books 
about China, and dozens of 
articles and columns. I’ve pro-
duced two major TV docu-
mentaries about China and 
given scores of media inter-
views — and never has any-
one in China even requested 
to censor anything I’ve pub-
lished or broadcast outside of 
China,” he says.

Some in the West, however, 
have accused him of being too 
much of an insider and not 
giving the full picture about 
China because he was too 
close to the leadership.

“I deem it vital, consider-
ing China’s importance in the 
world, that China’s leaders 
become more known to the 
world, and known not just via 
sound-bites and photo ops, 
but by seeing them up close 
as real people — hearing their 
own words, listening to their 
stories, getting their ways of 
thinking. I’m pleased to facili-
tate some of this,” he says. 

“I also offer my own analy-
sis. As for my accuracy and 
understanding, readers or 
viewers can judge for them-
selves.”

Kuhn, who was born in 
New York, began his career 
as a scientist. After studying 
biology at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, he did a doctorate in 
anatomy and brain research 
at the University of California 
at Los Angeles in the 1960s. 
Brain science and conscious-
ness remain major interests 
of his.

His first involvement in 
China was through the sci-
entific community when 
he worked with scientists 

reforming China’s research 
and technology base. 

He received an invitation 
from Song Jian, then a State 
councilor and chairman of 
the State Science and Tech-

nology Commission.
At the time he was develop-

ing a parallel business career 
and became president of The 
Geneva Companies, a leading 
US mergers and acquisitions 
company, which he eventually 
sold to Citigroup in 2000.

At the same time he was 
cementing links with leading 
business and political figures 
in China.

His organization, The Kuhn 
Foundation, with China Cen-
tral Television, produced the 
documentary In Search of Chi-
na for PBS in the US, which 
was broadcast in 2000.

He is now working on a new 
five-part series, China’s Chal-
lenges, which will be broadcast 
in China in the autumn and 
syndicated to PBS stations in 
the US next year.

Perhaps Kuhn’s most sig-
nificant project was writing a 
biography of former president 
Jiang Zemin, which was the 
best-selling book in China in 
2005.

How China’s Leaders Think 
was based on interviews with 
more than 100 leading Chi-
nese political figures, some of 
whom he has known for more 
than a decade.

“I know many personally 

and have worked with several 
for a number of years. When 
you hear them speak over a 
period of time, it gives you a 
sense of their personalities and 
character as well as their intel-
lectual capabilities, leadership 
style and political progress,” 
he says.

Kuhn sometimes likes to 
invoke humor to explain why 
there is sometimes friction 
between Chinese and Ameri-
can leaders.

“Some people think it is 
because of ideological, his-
torical or cultural reasons 
that we have communication 
problems. As I once pointed 
out, perhaps it’s because Chi-
na’s leaders, the members of 
the Politburo Standing Com-
mittee, were trained as engi-
neers, and most American 
politicians were trained as 
lawyers. Maybe the problem 
is that lawyers and engineers 
can’t talk to one another!”

Kuhn says the main focus in 
the West is often the Chinese 
economy and whether it will 
continue to motor ahead.

“China should have 10 to 
20 more years of what we 
should still call relatively high 
growth, driven by continuing 
the country’s unprecedented 

urbanization and moderniza-
tion. 

“Growth rates will naturally 
ease from reform’s historic 
averages — probably to 6 to 8 
percent per annum — which 
is less than we are used to, but 
which may be optimal because 
China can more effectively 
deal with its most severe prob-
lems, particularly economic 
and social imbalances and sus-
tainable development. 

“However, China’s econo-
my is fragile, vulnerable to 
exogenous shock. China’s 
growth is good for the world, 
but it cannot ‘save the world’,” 
he says.

Kuhn says there is often a 
danger of China being mis-
represented because it is seen 
through a narrow perspec-
tive.

“Western media takes Chi-
na’s very real problems and 
reports them as if they were, 
say, 80 percent of China’s story. 
I take the same problems — 
which are genuine and often 
intractable — and they make 
up, say, 35 percent of my 
work,” he says.

“It is not that Western 
media is conspiratorially 
biased or always anti-China, 
it is that they often do not 

provide proper and sufficient 
context,” he says.

Huang Tiantian, Dong Fangyu 
and Zheng Yibing contributed 
to this story.
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Robert Lawrence Kuhn says China’s growth is good for the world, but it cannot ‘save the world’.  feng yongbin / China Daily

Knowing how China’s leaders think
New York-born banker and author 
has an insider’s understanding 
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Archeologists may have found model for Mona Lisa
By eLLA Ide in Florence, Italy

Archeologists on Tuesday 
unearthed a skeleton in a rare 
state of preservation in Florence 
in what they believe may be a 
crucial step towards unraveling 
the mystery of the identity of 
the woman with the most enig-
matic smile in the world.

Several bodies have been dis-
covered in the hunt to find the 
remains of Lisa Gherardini, 
the Florentine noblewoman 

widely believed to have served 
as the muse for Leonardo da 
Vinci’s Mona Lisa.

Silvano Vinceti, who heads 
up the team of Italian arche-
ologists, said this discovery 
in an abandoned convent 
was particularly exciting — 
though tests would still have to 
be carried out to ascertain the 
identity of the remains.

“I’d say that we’ve got to the 
really exciting part for research-
ers,” said Vinceti, who specializes 

in resolving art mysteries.
“It is the culmination of all 

our work, where we’re getting 
close to answering the key ques-
tion, ‘Will we or will we not find 
Lisa Gherardini’s remains?’

“Today we opened another 
tomb with a complete skel-
eton, which is very important 
because in the first phase of the 
research we did not find human 
remains. They had been moved 
to another location,” he said.

The team began digging up 

the convent’s new cement floor 
last year, after fresh documents 
confirmed that Gherardini, the 
wife of rich Florentine silk mer-
chant Francesco del Giocondo, 
had lived in the convent after 
her husband died and was 
looked after by her two daugh-
ters, who were nuns.

She was eventually interred 
there.

Del Giocondo is thought 
to have commissioned the 
portrait from the Renaissance 

artist, and though there is 
little proof, most art histori-
ans agree that Lisa Gherardini 
served as the primary model 
for the bewitching painting.

Mona Lisa was composed 
between 1503 and 1506 and  
hangs in the Louvre museum 
in Paris.

Although researchers had pre-
viously discovered bits of bones 
and two sets of remains in the 
convent, the latest skeleton to be 
unearthed is the best preserved, 

crucially, with the skull intact.
The next step is to send the 

latest remains off for a series 
of tests to confirm they belong 
to Gherardini. The team then 
hopes to reconstruct her face 
and compare it with the facial 
features in the painting.

“Carbon-14 dating allows 
us to date the period, and we 
have to find out whether the 
remains date to the middle of 
the 16th century.

“We will then do tests to prove 

the age of the person when they 
died,” said Vinceti, who is chair-
man of the Italian national com-
mittee for cultural heritage.

“Then comes the biggest test, 
the DNA, because we have the 
mortal remains of her children... 
and if it corresponds, we’ll know 
these remains belong to Mona 
Lisa’s model,” he said.

If her identity is confirmed, 
the researchers will begin the 
two-month process of recon-
structing the skeleton’s face.
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books: the inflationary 
universe: the Quest for 
a New Theory of Cosmic 
origins by alan h. guth, 
Lake Views: This World and 
the universe by Steven L. 
weinberg, the Coherence 
of theism by Richard Swin-
burne, and Infinite Minds: 
A Philosophical Cosmol-
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