
 

A Man of Character 

Tracking UC Berkeley’s former 

chancellor Chang-Lin Tien 

By Soumya Karlamangla 

Editor’s Note: This project was a collaboration 

between the Investigative Reporting Program at UC 

Berkeley’s Graduate School of Journalism and The 

Daily Californian. 

or a moment in 1996, a political 

milestone for Asian Americans was 

within Chang-Lin Tien’s 

reach. Former president Bill Clinton 

had placed him on the shortlist to be 

Secretary of Energy, and the chance 

to be the first Asian American to 

serve on a U.S. Cabinet was almost 

his 

 But just days before 

Clinton’s official announcement, the 

White House called to tell Tien, then 

chancellor of UC Berkeley, that the 

president had removed him from the 

running. A breaking campaign 

finance scandal had evoked fear 

nationwide that China had 

influenced the election. Suddenly, 

Tien’s appointment became 

politically impossible. 

 “He didn’t try to blame anybody,” said 

Tien’s former chief of staff John Cummins, who 

added that Tien — in typical fashion — took the 

loss with “great magnanimity.” 

 Tien had gotten caught up in something 

larger than himself. UC Berkeley’s beloved 

chancellor had become, not for the first or last 

time, a token of the geopolitical tension between 

the United States and China. Today, 10 years 

after Tien’s death, recently obtained FBI 

documents and interviews with some of his 

family and closest associates show that though 

Tien opened doors for minorities with his 

enormous success as a scientist and an educator, 

he was nevertheless a lightning rod for a fear of 

China that consumed the United States in the 

latter half of the 20th century. 

 “He’s a symbol of Chinese-American 

success and contribution in this country, and it’s 

almost in spite of xenophobia that this country 

has about China … an example of somebody 

rising above the barrier,” said George Koo, a 

member of the Committee of 100, an organization 

dedicated to improving the political stature of 

Asian Americans and the United States’ 

relationship with China. 

Suspicions of communism 

 After coming to the United States from 

Taiwan in 1956, Tien finished two master’s 

degrees and a doctorate in just three years. He 

joined UC Berkeley’s department of mechanical 

engineering in 1959 and became the subject of 

FBI scrutiny just as he began to rise to 

prominence. 

 An FBI memo from 1973 describes Tien 

as “a very pro-Chinese Communist,” and an 

internal letter from 1975 explains suspicions that 

Tien could “attract favorable attention and 

interest by the (People’s Republic of China).” 
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FBI documents, interviews show the nation’s first Asian American chancellor fell 
victim to United States’ fear of China 



 These memos are just a few among 

hundreds of pages of documents that detail how 

the FBI tracked Tien early in his career. The 

agency monitored every trip he took to China, 

called hotels in Washington, D.C. he stayed at to 

make sure he had really checked in, tailed him on 

the road while he drove Chinese officials in San 

Francisco and once even posed as as long-lost 

friend looking for someone at the University of 

Michigan. And all of Tien’s files from this period 

are labelled “105” — the FBI’s code indicating 

foreign counterintelligence matters. 

 “Tien’s FBI files reflect the bureau’s 

general concern about Chinese espionage and 

collection of sensitive technological data in the 

United States,” said Seth Rosenfeld, a journalist 

who recently wrote “Subversives,” a book based 

on FBI records. 

 Tien, a Chinese-born immigrant, was just 

the kind of highly successful scientist the 

FBI was worried about. He was the 

youngest assistant professor ever hired in 

his department and at age 26 became the 

youngest professor to receive a 

Distinguished Teaching Award. In 1974, he 

was promoted to chair of his department. 

“Walking down the streets of Taipei with 

Tien is like walking down the streets of 

Chicago with Michael Jordan,” said Dan 

Mote, Tien’s former colleague and close 

friend. 

 It was Tien’s trips to Taiwan and 

mainland China that attracted the FBI’s 

attention. Every time Tien traveled to a 

research conference or abroad, the FBI 

reopened his file, worried that he was 

sharing sensitive information, and 

investigated him without his knowledge — 

until 1975, when the agency decided to 

interview him. 

 In that interview, Tien explained to 

an agent that he supported China’s 

communist government and thought it had 

actually “rooted out many of the social 

problems of that country.” He added that he 

did “not promote the communist system as 

being of benefit to the United States or anyone 

else.” 

 Later in the same interview, the FBI 

proceeded to try to make Tien an informant, 

apparently as part of a program involving 

Chinese scientists. A letter from FBI 

headquarters to the San Francisco FBI field office 

prior to the interview suggests that Tien and 

another scientist whose name is redacted who 

traveled to China with Tien in 1974 “could 

logically be approached under the Chinese 

scientist program.” 

 Although the FBI had interviewed the 

other scientist before and described him as 

“cooperative,” Tien said in 1975 that he was not 

interested in working for the agency — what the 

FBI called “operationally involved.” Soon after, 

the agency appeared to lose interest in him, noting 



that the “subject does not appear to have any 

potential at this time.” 

Tien declines invitation to be FBI 

informant 

 This interview summary describes 

Tien as “very friendly,” but the the 

response the FBI received in 1979 when it 

interviewed him inquiring about visiting 

scholars to UC Berkeley from China was 

quite different. 

 “Professor Tien stated he did not 

desire to have any contact with the FBI and 

questioned the FBI’s right to ask questions 

about (People’s Republic of China) 

scholars, stating that they were all 

legitimate scholars involved in purely 

academic pursuits. He expressed his belief 

that the FBI was continuing to harass 

Chinese academicians like himself just as 

was done during the 1950s,” a report of the 

interview reads. 

 The FBI declined to comment on 

Tien’s files. 

 The agency’s documents provide 

no indication that Tien was ever engaged 

in any activity counter to U.S. interests, 

and the FBI eventually stopped contacting 

him. 

A leader undeterred 

 Although Tien’s ethnicity attracted 

unwanted attention from the FBI, his authentic 

persona, including his heavy Chinese accent, won 

him over with everyone on campus. 

 Long before he ran UC Berkeley, Tien 

confided to a colleague his ambitions to someday 

become chancellor of the campus. Mote, also a 

mechanical engineering professor, remembers 

questioning how Tien could achieve the position 

with his accent, to which Tien responded, “I’ve 

got this figured out. It’s going to work.” 

 In 1990, Tien became the first Asian 

American chancellor of a major research 

university and went on to preside over some of 

the most successful years UC Berkeley had ever 

seen. Legend has it that Tien, proud of his accent, 

refused to use a speech coach despite suggestions 

to do so. It was exactly that unassuming and 

positive attitude that endeared him to students. 

 He sometimes went into the locker room 

during football games to give the team a pep talk, 

took cookies to students in the library at midnight 

during finals week, drove students he saw waiting 

at the bus stop home and once even walked to a 

student’s apartment to return a wallet he had 

found on campus. 

 Melany Hunt, one of Tien’s doctoral 

students in the 1980s, met her future husband in 

Tien’s lab. “He led the Conga line through the 

kitchen at the wedding reception,” she said. 

 “He was the first chancellor where 

students would routinely come up to him, want 

their picture taken with him, want an autograph 

from him,” Cummins said. “It was because the 

students knew how much he really cared for 

them.” 

Secretary of Energy 



 For all his charm, Tien remained a 

subject of controversy because of his ethnicity, 

even as U.S.-China relations improved. 

 In December 1996, less than a year 

before Tien planned to step down as chancellor, 

president Bill Clinton was on the search for a new 

Secretary of Energy, and Tien was up for the job. 

 At the time, Tien was actively soliciting 

donations for the East Asian Library, creating a 

donor list that would eventually comprise 

hundreds of names of Chinese expatriates. One 

major contributor was Mochtar Riady, a Chinese 

businessman who lived in Indonesia. Today, a 

plaque with Riady’s name inscribed in gold 

letters is displayed within the Chang-Lin Tien 

Center for East Asian Studies at UC Berkeley. 

 As a donor, Riady appeared to have some 

sway on the campus. Prior to late 1996, one of 

Riady’s relatives had been admitted to the UC 

Berkeley even though she had submitted her test 

scores after the deadline, which, in any other 

circumstance, would have barred her from 

admission. 

 Nationally, Riady was also embroiled in 

a scandal brewing within the Clinton campaign in 

which the media suspected Asian donors of 

giving money illegally to influence the 

president’s China policies. 

 Just as the so-called “Chinagate” scandal 

was mounting, the Washington Post published an 

article that revealed that UC Berkeley had 

admitted Riady’s relatives to the campus in spite 

of the late test score and that Tien had once met 

Riady during a fundraising trip to Indonesia. 

 A week later, the Secretary of Energy’s 

candidacy was over. 

 Ling-Chi Wang, a UC Berkeley Asian 

American studies professor emeritus, said that 

based on his own research, there was no 

intervention on the part of Tien in the admissions 

decisions for Riady’s relatives. Nevertheless, the 

damage was done. 

 “Chancellor Tien’s reputation was 

smeared,” said Wang, who added that Tien fell 

victim to a broader wave of political persecution 

of Asian Americans. 

 In the ensuing months, the U.S. Senate 

investigated hundreds of campaign contributions, 

drawing no distinction, critics claimed, between 

Asians with U.S. citizenship and foreign 

nationals. Many Asian Americans felt hesitant to 

donate. “Why would I make a contribution? I’ll 

get investigated because of my race,” Wang said. 

A cautious opportunity 

 Everyone who knew Tien remembers the 

had on the wall of his office. 

 The two characters that form the word 

translate as “crisis” and “opportunity,” generally 

interpreted as an optimistic sentiment. But Tien, 

according to his friend Mote, also saw in it 

“caution during times of opportunity.” 

 Accordingly, Tien’s son Norman said 

that though his father was disappointed that 

Clinton did not grant him what he saw as a 

“tremendous opportunity,” he graciously 

accepted the missed chance. 

 “He wanted to make an impact,” said 

Norman Tien, who is now dean of engineering at 

Hong Kong University. ”Period. It was not 

necessarily so much about the position or the 

title.” 

 In 1998, Clinton announced that Tien 

would be appointed to the prestigious board that 

oversees the U.S. National Science Foundation, 

the country’s agency that supports research and 

education in science. 

 It may have been a consolation prize, but 

it was a victory nonetheless. 

 Tien’s FBI file includes a background 

check for this seat and, though it contains a note 

from the 1970s about Communist sympathies, 

Tien received clearance. 

 Meanwhile, in the wake of the 1996 

campaign finance scandal, Asian Americans 

around the country continued to fight to regain 

their reputation, forming a movement to gain a 

political voice. 

 “We were nameless and faceless and 

powerless,” Wang said. But just as the efforts to 

grow a defined Asian American voting 

population for the 2000 presidential election 



picked up speed, another political scandal broke 

that induced a severe distrust of China. 

 

worked for the University of California’s Los 

Alamos National Laboratory, was indicted for 

stealing secrets about the United States’ nuclear 

arsenal for China. 

 The case sparked outrage among many 

Asian Americans, both because Lee was put in 

solitary confinement during the investigation and 

because there was little evidence against him. 

Eventually, Lee was only convicted on one 

charge, and Clinton issued a public apology to 

him. 

 Henry S. Tang, the chair of Committee of 

100 — of which Tien was a member — spoke out 

against Lee’s imprisonment, echoing what Tien 

had said years before about the FBI’s suspicions 

of Chinese scientists: “No matter how 

accomplished, no matter how educated, no matter 

how wealthy, no matter how loyal, (an Asian 

American) could still become suspected of 

activities counter to the interests of this country.” 

 Tien himself called Lee’s release from 

jail “long overdue.” 

 Although a huge gaffe on the part of the 

media and the government, the Wen Ho Lee 

incident invigorated Asian Americans, and 

progress followed. 

 Tien began his position on the U.S. 

National Science Board in July 1999 in the midst 

of the Wen Ho Lee case, and Clinton — playing 

on Tien’s role as a symbol of Asian Americans’ 

success — included a thinly veiled apology for 

the Wen Ho Lee debacle in his statement on 

Tien’s first day. 

 “Security matters are of the highest 

priority in my Administration, but history has 

shown the damage to the lives of our citizens and 

to our society that results from the destructive 

grip of prejudice, suspicion and discrimination,” 

Clinton said. 

 The statement went on to say, “Professor 

Tien carries on the principles and cherished 

traditions of Asian Pacific Americans who have 

helped build and strengthen our nation with 

diligence and determination.” 

 A little more than a year later, Tien was 

diagnosed with a brain tumor and suffered a 

stroke during surgery. He stepped down from his 

duties the following year and died on Oct. 29, 

2002, at age 67. 

 But even now, exactly 10 years after his 

death, Tien’s contributions are still remembered. 

 Steven Chu, a Chinese-American and 

director of the university’s Lawrence Berkeley 

National Laboratory, became Secretary of Energy 

in 2009, building upon the promise that began 

when Tien was nothing more than a bright young 

professor suspected of having communist 

sympathies. 
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