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			To Gabriel and Eithan, You are the living embodiment of a generation destined not to inherit uncertainties, but the responsibility of building a new horizon.

			This book is dedicated to you. In China, the future will not be conquered by force, but through the power of knowledge and the courage to think differently.

			To all the young entrepreneurs who aspire to break free from the shackles of fear and refuse to be confined within the ruins of a defunct model, I extend my heartfelt appreciation.

			May they find in this work not a definitive answer, but a profound provocation—an invitation to transcend manipulation and embrace the audacity to envision, as China does, a world where development and dignity coexist harmoniously.

			Beijing, May 2025 Simón Levy

			To my parents, for their unconditional love. To my brother, for introducing me to reading. To the rest of my family, for their constant and unwavering support. And to my wife, for opening the doors to a new world with her heart.

			To those who, in a world burdened with false promises and uncertain futures, dare to explore alternatives and rekindle hope—may China, with its vast horizon, inspire you to question inherited certainties and dream anew.

			Ma WUKONG

		

	
		
			Dear Reader

			You are holding a book that was never meant to be comfortable. It was meant to be necessary.

			When I first began this journey—across cities in China, lecture halls in Mexico, and policy meetings in Washington—I realized a dangerous silence was growing between the two most powerful nations on Earth. That silence wasn’t just political. It was intellectual. It was spiritual. It was personal.

			This book is my attempt to break that silence.

			China 2035: The End of Capitalism As We Know It is not a prophecy. It is a lens. A mirror. A bridge. It does not ask you to agree with China—it asks you to understand why your future depends on understanding it.

			I write not as a distant observer, but as someone who has studied in Beijing, debated in Berkeley, and built companies with partners from both sides of the Pacific. I have seen both the brilliance and the flaws of each system. I have fought corruption from within. I have watched technology outpace ideology. And I have listened to students, workers, and leaders, all asking the same question in different languages: What comes after this?

			This book is for those asking that question.

			To the American entrepreneur disillusioned with quarterly thinking, to the student who no longer buys the textbook version of the world, to the policymaker searching for tools beyond partisanship—this book is for you.

			We don’t need more fear. We need more understanding. Not to surrender our values—but to sharpen them. Not to imitate China—but to innovate with awareness.

			This is not about choosing sides. It’s about choosing the future.

			Thank you for reading with curiosity—not certainty.

			Simón Levy San Diego, Spring 2025

		

	
		
			Prologue

			In the new era of socialism with Chinese characteristics, under the sagacious and steadfast leadership of Comrade Xi Jinping, General Secretary of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China, the Chinese people have entered a pivotal historical phase of profound national rejuvenation. Amidst the significant transformations reshaping the global landscape, the book China 2035: How the Post-Capitalist Era is Being Constructed, authored by Messrs. Simón Levy and Martín M. Puñal Casal, stands out as a unique and valuable contribution.

			I have read this work with the utmost attention, not merely as the account of two foreigners captivated by China, but as a courageous, rigorous, and thoughtful endeavor to foster mutual understanding among the world’s civilizations. In an era when certain factions in the West persist in propagating the so-called “China Threat Theory,” the authors present a fresh, independent, and candid perspective on our nation.

			This book is neither a work of apologetics nor an indiscriminate critique. Rather, it represents an earnest exercise in sincere dialogue, embodying the spirit of its title.

			As its title suggests, fostering intercultural understanding and daring to transcend prevailing ideological paradigms.

			With an inquisitive spirit, Levy and Puñal Casal delve into the trajectories of China’s development—from its technological advancements to its social challenges—traversing themes from the New Silk Road to ongoing debates on democracy, meritocracy, and human rights.

			Having served the Party at various levels for decades, I have personally witnessed the reform and opening-up process initiated by Comrade Deng Xiaoping, a path that has been deepened and expanded upon by successive leaderships.

			Under the guidance of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era, China’s development has reached unprecedented heights. This journey has demonstrated that the Chinese model defies external categorizations. It is a system rooted in a millennia-old civilization, defined by historical continuity and a Party that has consistently adapted, self-corrected, and renewed itself in service to the people.

			China 2035: The End of Capitalism As We Know It acknowledges this uniqueness without resorting to exoticism. It does not seek to impose moral judgments, but rather to provoke thoughtful reflection: Can China indeed offer meaningful lessons to the global community? Is a more equitable international order possible—one founded on mutual respect instead of hegemonic dominance? Can economic development be truly harnessed to serve collective well-being, rather than being solely driven by capital accumulation?

			These are the essential questions that the authors so astutely pose, questions that challenge us to reflect on the defining issues of our time.

			Comrade Xi Jinping has aptly stated, “The world is undergoing transformations unprecedented in a century, and China stands at the epicenter of these shifts.” This centrality is not driven by expansionist ambitions, but by a profound historical responsibility. China does not seek domination; it seeks cooperation. It does not impose; it shares its development experiences—particularly with the Global South—where structural inequalities inherited from colonialism continue to hinder progress.

			In this context, the book also serves as a valuable instrument for fostering South-South understanding. The collaboration between a Mexican and a Spaniard—two individuals with distinct yet complementary perspectives—writing about China symbolizes a bridge between nations aspiring to envision a future beyond the outdated dichotomies of East and West.

			The path to 2035, as outlined in the 14th Five-Year Plan and China’s medium-term strategic agenda, presents an extraordinary opportunity Comrade Xi Jinping has aptly stated, “The world is undergoing transformations unprecedented in a century, and China stands at the epicenter of these shifts.” This centrality is not driven by expansionist ambitions, but by a profound historical responsibility. China does not seek domination; it seeks cooperation. It does not impose; it shares its development experiences—particularly with the Global South—where structural inequalities inherited from colonialism continue to hinder progress.

			In this context, the book also serves as a valuable instrument for fostering South-South understanding. The collaboration between a Mexican and a Spaniard—two individuals with distinct yet complementary perspectives—writing about China symbolizes a bridge between nations aspiring to envision a future beyond the outdated dichotomies of East and West.

			The path to 2035, as outlined in the 14th Five-Year Plan and China’s medium-term strategic agenda, presents an extraordinary opportunity sight. Moreover, it extends an invitation to other nations to chart their own unique paths toward emancipation, where capital is not an end in itself, but a means to achieve comprehensive human development.

			The authors do not shy away from addressing complex and sensitive issues—such as Xinjiang, the Party’s meritocratic structure, mechanisms of social governance, and human rights. They approach these topics from a perspective that deliberately diverges from dominant hegemonic narratives. Yet, they do so without bias, maintaining unwavering rigor and a critical lens that scrutinizes both China and their own cultural contexts. In my view, this is one of the book’s greatest strengths: its purpose is not to elicit admiration but to foster discernment.

			To readers in the Western world, I suggest that this volume should not be perceived merely as another commentary on China. Rather, it ought to be regarded as a pivotal historical document, marking the contours of an emerging global transformation.

			To the younger generation, I extend a special invitation: read this work with critical thought and an open spirit. The future will not belong to those who cling to rigid certainties, but to those who possess the courage to forge new possibilities.

			On behalf of all who have devoted their lives to building a China that is prosperous, democratic, civilized, harmonious, and culturally profound, I commend this book with utmost respect and heartfelt hope. May it stand as a testament to a transformative era and a cornerstone for a renewed dialogue among civilizations.

			May this volume serve as a guiding light in these uncertain times. And may dialogue—rather than prejudice—become the foundation upon which we build the era of post-capitalism.

			Beijing, Spring 2025
Wang Maolin. Former Secretary of the Communist Party of China Committee in Hunan Province
Honorary President of the State Reform Committee

		

	
		
			Glossary

			1. Socialism with chinese characteristics

			A distinctive political and economic model formulated by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which integrates core principles of classical socialism—such as public ownership of key industries—with market mechanisms typically associated with capitalism. Its primary objectives are to construct a “moderately prosperous society,” eradicate poverty, and modernize the national economy, all while maintaining centralized state control.

			•Historical Context: The concept emerged during the reform era initiated by Deng Xiaoping in 1978, who introduced market-oriented policies to revitalize China’s economy after the rigid economic practices of the Mao Zedong period.

			•Criticisms: Some scholars and analysts perceive inherent contradictions in this model, arguing that it facilitates wealth accumulation and class disparities while continuing to identify ideologically as socialist.

			2. Chinese Communist Party (CCP)

			The sole governing political party of China, characterized by a centralized and hierarchical structure. The CCP adheres to the principle of democratic centralism, wherein decisions are made through collective deliberation but, once finalized, must be implemented unconditionally.

			•History: Established in 1921, the CCP led the Chinese Revolution, culminating in the founding of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.

			•Internal Mechanisms: Meritocracy plays a pivotal role in the party’s promotion system, ensuring that leadership positions are attained through decades of administrative and political experience.

			3. Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)

			A large-scale infrastructure and international trade strategy launched by Xi Jinping in 2013, aiming to enhance connectivity between Asia, Europe, and Africa through networks of roads, railways, ports, and digital infrastructure.

			•Economic Impact: The BRI has facilitated development projects in over 140 countries, with an estimated cumulative investment exceeding 1.3 trillion USD.

			•Criticisms: Detractors accuse the initiative of creating “debt traps” to exert influence over developing nations. China refutes these claims, asserting that the BRI is a platform for shared development and global cooperation.

			4. Meritocracy

			A governance system where positions of power and responsibility are awarded based on individual merit, achievements, and demonstrated competence. In China, this principle is central to career progression within the Chinese Communist Party (CCP).

			•Practical Example: Xi Jinping’s rise to leadership is often cited as a model of meritocratic progression, having accumulated over four decades of administrative experience—from grassroots governance in rural counties to leading major provinces—before becoming General Secretary.

			•Advantages: Ensures that leadership positions are occupied by individuals with extensive experience and proven capabilities.

			•Criticisms: Meritocratic advancement can sometimes intersect with political patronage and personal networks, leading to concerns about transparency and fairness.

			5. Economic Democracy

			An interpretation of democracy rooted in material conditions, emphasizing the fulfillment of basic needs—such as housing, education, healthcare, and employment—as essential to genuine democratic participation.

			•China vs. The West: In Western democracies, emphasis is often placed on political rights and electoral participation. In contrast, China measures democratic effectiveness by the population’s access to collective economic benefits and improved living standards.

			6. Ethnic Minorities in China

			China officially recognizes 56 ethnic groups, with the Han ethnic group forming the majority. Prominent minority groups include the Uyghurs, Tibetans, Zhuang, Hui, and Mongols, each possessing distinct cultural, linguistic, and religious identities.

			•Policy Approach: The government implements policies aimed at promoting cultural preservation and regional development among minority groups, though international scrutiny often focuses on human rights concerns in regions like Xinjiang and Tibet.

			6. Ethnic Minorities in China (continued)

			•Political Relevance: Regions such as Xinjiang and Tibet are designated as autonomous regions, but in practice, they remain under strict centralized control by the Chinese government.

			•Conflicts: Historical and cultural tensions between minority groups and the Han majority have led to episodes of unrest and have drawn significant international criticism, particularly concerning human rights and cultural assimilation policies.

			7. Human Rights with a Chinese Perspective

			China conceptualizes human rights through a lens of collective welfare, emphasizing national stability, economic development, and social harmony over the Western emphasis on absolute individual freedoms.

			•Example: The Chinese government asserts that ensuring citizens have access to housing, food, and employment holds greater immediate importance than prioritizing freedoms such as unrestricted expression.

			8. Gentrification vs. Right to the City

			In Western contexts, gentrification often leads to the displacement of lower-income residents due to rising property values and living costs. 

			In Western contexts, gentrification often leads to the displacement of lower-income residents due to rising property values and living costs. Conversely, China advocates for the “right to the city,” aiming to retain workers within urban centers by implementing affordable housing initiatives and comprehensive urban planning.

			9. Silk Road

			An ancient trade network that historically connected Asia, Europe, and Africa, facilitating commerce and cultural exchange across continents.

			•Historical Significance: For centuries, the Silk Road enabled the exchange of goods, technologies, and ideas between civilizations, serving as a symbol of China’s longstanding role in global trade. Today, it is referenced as the conceptual foundation for the modern Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)

			10. Social Credit System

			A comprehensive system implemented in China to evaluate the civic behavior, financial reliability, and legal compliance of both citizens and businesses.

			•Operation: Scores are influenced by factors such as debt repayment history, adherence to laws, community service, and even social behavior. The aim is to incentivize trustworthiness

			•Controversy: Critics have likened it to an Orwellian surveillance apparatus, raising concerns over privacy and social control. However, Chinese authorities argue that it functions similarly to Western banking credit rating systems, albeit on a broader societal scale.

			11. Planned Economy vs. Market Economy

			China employs a mixed economic model where the State retains strict control over strategic sectors—such as energy, transportation, and telecommunications—while simultaneously encouraging market-driven competition in other industries.

			•Impact: This hybrid approach has allowed China to maintain macroeconomic stability, while also fostering an environment conducive to rapid technological advancement and entrepreneurial innovation.

			12. Generative Imperialism

			A term used to describe China’s approach to international expansion, which emphasizes infrastructure development and mutually beneficial partnerships, rather than cultural imposition or exploitative extraction of resources.

			•Example: China’s investments in constructing railways, ports, and telecommunications infrastructure across Africa and Asia under the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) are emblematic of this approach, aimed at fostering shared economic growth.

			13. Cultural Nationalism

			In China, national pride is rooted not in racial or ethnic identity but in its millennia-old history, rich cultural heritage, and contemporary economic achievements. The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) actively fosters this sentiment to reinforce national unity and a shared sense of purpose.

			14. Confucianism

			A philosophical system emphasizing social harmony, respect for hierarchy, filial piety, and collective duty. In modern China, Confucianism has re-emerged as a foundational cultural pillar that complements socialist ideology, promoting moral governance and societal cohesion.

			15. Special Economic Zones (SEZs)

			Geographically designated areas where market-oriented economic policies are tested to attract foreign investment, foster innovation, and stimulate export-driven growth.

			•Example: Shenzhen, once a small fishing village, transformed into a global economic hub and technological powerhouse after being designated as China’s first SEZ in 1980.

			16. Democratic Centralism

			The core organizational principle of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), blending internal democratic deliberation with unified and disciplined execution of collective decisions. This system aims to balance diverse internal perspectives with the need for cohesive and efficient governance, ensuring Party unity and operational effectiveness.

			17. Historical Materialism

			A Marxist theoretical framework asserting that economic structures are the foundation upon which political and social institutions are built. In China, historical materialism is employed to justify the country’s progressive transition towards socialism and, ultimately, communism, emphasizing the primacy of economic development as a catalyst for societal transformation.

			18. Security vs. Freedom

			In China, the principles of collective security and social stability are prioritized over absolute individual liberties, such as unrestricted freedom of expression. This governance philosophy has sparked global debates regarding the boundaries between authoritarianism and effective governance, particularly in the context of public safety and national development.

			19. Parastatal Enterprises

			State-owned or state-controlled corporations that operate in key strategic sectors, including energy, transportation, telecommunications, and finance. These enterprises are crucial instruments for the Chinese Government to implement large-scale economic strategies, ensure national security, and drive infrastructural and technological advancements aligned with long-term policy objectives.

			20. Debt Trap Diplomacy

			A Western critique often directed at China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), suggesting that China uses infrastructure loans to economically entrap developing nations, thereby expanding its geopolitical influence. China refutes these allegations, asserting that the BRI aims to foster mutual development, infrastructure modernization, and sustainable economic partnerships through equitable cooperation.

			21. Cultural Revolution

			A socio-political movement led by Mao Zedong from 1966 to 1976 aimed at purging “counter-revolutionary” elements within Chinese society and the Communist Party. Although it had devastating effects on the economy, education, and cultural heritage, it marked a pivotal moment in consolidating the CCP’s ideological control and paved the way for future reforms.

			22. Theory of Three Represents

			A political theory introduced by Jiang Zemin in the early 2000s to modernize the Communist Party of China (CCP). It expanded the Party’s representative base to include not only workers and peasants but also entrepreneurs and intellectuals, thereby redefining the CCP as a party of all productive forces, advanced culture, and the fundamental interests of the majority.

			23. BRICS Initiative

			An economic and geopolitical alliance composed of Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South Africa. Established as a counterbalance to Western-dominated institutions, BRICS advocates for a multipolar world order, fostering cooperation among emerging economies in areas such as trade, finance, and global governance.

			24. Dual Economy

			A distinctive Chinese economic model that simultaneously integrates urban-industrial development with rural-agricultural sustenance. While urban sectors advance through technology and industrialization, rural areas maintain traditional practices, supported by targeted state interventions aimed at reducing inequalities and promoting balanced national development.

			25. Surveillance Technology

			Refers to the widespread use of surveillance cameras, facial recognition, and artificial intelligence systems across China to monitor public spaces and enhance security. While the government presents these measures as essential for maintaining social order and preventing crime, critics argue they function as tools for mass surveillance and social control, sparking debates over privacy and civil liberties.

			26. Socialization of Labor

			A Marxist principle in which labor transcends its role as a mere factor of production, becoming a foundational element of collective identity and national development. In China, this concept underscores the integration of individual effort into the broader goals of societal progress and socialist modernization.

			27. Hukou (Household Registration System)

			An administrative system that classifies citizens based on their registered place of birth and residence. Originally established to regulate internal migration and allocate public resources, the Hukou system has undergone significant reforms in recent years to promote labor mobility and reduce rural-urban disparities

			28. Wolf Warrior Diplomacy

			A confrontational and assertive style of diplomacy adopted by certain Chinese officials and diplomats in the face of foreign criticism. Named after a popular Chinese action film series, this approach is characterized by an unapologetic defense of China’s national interests, sovereignty, and global image, often challenging Western narratives and double standards.

			29. New Era of Socialism

			A concept introduced by Xi Jinping to define the current developmental stage of socialism with Chinese characteristics. It emphasizes technological innovation, the consolidation of state institutions, environmental sustainability, and the enhancement of citizens’ quality of life, all under the centralized leadership of the Communist Party of China (CCP).

			30. Five-Year Plan

			A strategic planning instrument utilized by the CCP to establish the country’s primary socio-economic objectives every five years. These plans outline comprehensive targets across sectors such as technology, infrastructure, industry, energy, environmental protection, and social welfare, ensuring coordinated and sustainable national development.

			Politics and Governance

			31. United Front

			A coalition framework encompassing minor political parties, mass organizations, and social groups that collaborate with the CCP. The United Front serves to maintain political stability, foster consensus, and preclude open multi-party competition while ensuring broader societal support for Party policies.

			32. Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era

			The official political doctrine guiding Xi Jinping’s administration. It focuses on economic modernization, technological self-reliance, poverty eradication, ecological civilization, and the pursuit of global leadership. This thought is considered a continuation and adaptation of previous ideological frameworks, aligning with China’s contemporary challenges.

			Economy

			33. Made in China 2025.

			A strategic initiative launched in 2015 aiming to upgrade China’s manufacturing sector, reducing dependence on foreign technology. The plan targets ten key industries—including robotics, aerospace, biomedicine, and green energy—to position China as a global leader in high-tech manufacturing and innovation.

			34. Green Economy.

			A central priority of the CCP aimed at reducing environmental pollution and accelerating the transition to renewable energy sources. China is recognized as a global leader in solar and wind energy production, driving sustainable economic development while addressing climate change challenges.

			Geopolitics

			35. Central Asia and the Silk Road.

			A geopolitically strategic region integral to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), serving as a vital land corridor connecting China with Europe. Investments in infrastructure and trade routes across Central Asia

			Economy

			34. Green Economy.

			A central priority of the CCP aimed at reducing environmental pollution and accelerating the transition to renewable energy sources. China is recognized as a global leader in solar and wind energy production, driving sustainable economic development while addressing climate change challenges.

			Geopolitics

			35. Central Asia and the Silk Road.

			A geopolitically strategic region integral to the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), serving as a vital land corridor connecting China with Europe. Investments in infrastructure and trade routes across Central Asia.

			Society

			37. Eradication of Extreme Poverty

			 In 2021, China officially declared the elimination of extreme poverty nationwide, lifting approximately 800 million people out of destitution since the initiation of reform and opening-up policies in 1978. This achievement is considered a milestone in China’s pursuit of a moderately prosperous society.

			38. Patriotic Education 

			An educational program designed to reinforce national identity, socialist values, and civic responsibility from an early age. Patriotic education is a cornerstone of China’s ideological framework, aiming to cultivate loyalty to the State and the CCP.

			Technology and Development

			39. 5G and Technological Leadership.

			China, spearheaded by corporations such as Huawei, has emerged as a global leader in 5G technology. This leadership not only enhances China’s telecommunications infrastructure but also expands its influence over emerging global digital standards.

			40. Artificial Intelligence (AI).

			A strategic sector where China is heavily investing to surpass Western nations. Chinese advancements in AI applications span fields such as facial recognition, healthcare diagnostics, robotics, and smart city infrastructure, positioning the nation at the forefront of technological innovation.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			Chinese politics and economy: the machine that never stops

			In this first part, we explore the engine that drives China’s success: its unique political and economic model. From Turbocharged Socialism to the balance between security and human rights, we will discover how this nation has transformed its vision of the State and the market into an unstoppable force. This section addresses not only data and strategies, but also the ethical dilemmas and tensions emerging in a nation navigating between tradition and modernity. Prepare to understand why China is perceived as both an inspiration and a potential threat.

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Cities that breathe: the right to the city in the Asian giant

			What is the contrast between China’s economic democracy and the West’s political democracy?

			***

			How are the right to the city and economic rights balanced?

			How can a city reflect the values of an entire nation? This chapter elucidates how China has redefined the concept of the right to the city, integrating accelerated urban growth with solutions for its extensive social challenges. Here, we explore the tensions between Chinese economic democracy and Western political democracy, concurrently revealing the strategies that have enabled Chinese megacities to thrive and prosper.

			A first encounter with the foremost China commentator on Twitter

			Martín’s life story is that of a Spanish architect whose dreams faltered under the weight of an economic crisis that consumed aspirations and closed opportunities. A young man whose vocation was forged amidst blueprints and designs, yet confronted with a bleak outlook in his native Spain, he was compelled to seek in China what his homeland denied him: an opportunity to construct not merely buildings, but a future. In Shanghai, Martín discovered not only employment, but also a new dimension to his existence, where the challenges of a vibrant and vast society provided him with the foundation for reinvention.

			Simón, conversely, is a Mexican entrepreneur, an unquiet spirit who, with the tenacity of one undeterred by crossing borders, departed his country to realize his aspirations and dreams. From international trade to his passion for urban planning, Simón forged a life far from home, transforming each step into a bridge to the world. His gaze is imbued with tireless energy, with that intrinsic drive that propels those who dare to envision beyond imposed limitations.

			Beijing. A city where the glories of the past are interwoven with the dynamic impetus of a future advancing at the velocity of progress. From its historic ramparts to the skyscrapers ascending like metallic flora above a vast urban expanse, the Chinese capital resonates with an unyielding rhythm. It is within this context that Martín and Simón converge, in an ideal setting for a dialogue aimed at deciphering the myths and realities of a nation that consistently elicits both fascination and apprehension.

			Morning awakens in Beijing and the city shakes off its lethargy with the bustle of motorcycles, hurried delivery drivers, and workers redistributing public bicycles. This constant flow of movement is the soul of this ceaseless metropolis. Meanwhile, Simón, coffee in hand, prepares for a special moment: an initial dialogue with Martín Puñal, whom he refers to as “the foremost Twitter commentator on China”.

			Simón recalls discovering Martín almost by chance, while perusing philosophical analyses of Deleuze and Taoism. The algorithm, with its almost magical precision, brought them together. Through Martín’s account, @Ma_WuKong, Simón was captivated by his critical acumen and his ability to decipher, with both irony and profundity, the complexities of China amidst the global infodemic.

			The countdown begins. The remaining seconds until this virtual encounter seem to stretch, laden with emotion and anticipation. Simón turns on his computer, adjusts the microphone, and reflects on the technology that enables this connection. He considers how progress brings us closer, but also the human cost of living in a world increasingly dominated by algorithms and data.

			When the connection is established, Martín’s smile reassures him. His serene expression reveals a mix of enthusiasm and complicity: both know they are united by a common desire to more deeply understand the nation that, through different paths, has become their home. Martín, ever direct, begins with a quote from Ortega y Gasset: «I am myself and my circumstance».

			His predicament, as he himself recounts, is that of a Spanish architect defined by despair. «A crisis, not an ideal, is what brought me to China», he confesses. He refers to September 2008, when he commenced his architecture studies in the same month the global financial crisis erupted. Spain, he states, became a locale where his generation’s aspirations disintegrated, overwhelmed by the collapse of the construction sector. Lacking clear alternatives, Martín utilized his savings to embark on a journey into the unknown. «China was not a dream; it was a solution», he states candidly. What commenced as a provisional strategy to acquire experience evolved into a sustained life. Nine years later, he remains there.

			Simón’s voice draws him back to the present with a pressing question:

			—What is democracy to you?

			The conversation shifts tone, and Martín responds with a blend of passion and reflection:

			—Democracy is the power of the majority, wielded by an elite serving the populace. It is far more than mere voting; it is about ensuring that the interests of workers, those who uphold society, are genuinely represented.

			Simón interjects, noting that in liberal democracies, power often concentrates in the hands of a minority representing transnational, rather than popular, interests. In contrast, he cites the Chinese system, where the Communist Party, though a minority, legitimizes itself through rigorous meritocracy. Martín nods and clarifies that, although China has multiple political parties, all operate under a United Front.

			—In any society, there are elites —says Martín—. What matters is how they are legitimized.

			He discusses how, in China, the ascent to power is typically underpinned by decades of experience and verifiable results, a stark contrast to Western democracies where a lack of merit is often apparent. Martín cites concrete examples, comparing the trajectory of Chinese leaders with that of Spanish political figures. His conclusion is unambiguous:

			—In China, the populace has greater faith in their leaders because they recognize a proven track record of capability. That legitimacy has diminished in many parts of the West.

			The dialogue proceeds, replete with provocative ideas and incisive observations. For Simón and Martín, this exchange transcends mere conversation; it is an endeavor to elucidate the contrasts between two distinct worlds and, amidst these divergences, to uncover novel paradigms for contemplating power, democracy, and the stewardship of our societies.

			***

			—We are going to discuss a contentious subject —I state, commencing this initial dialogue directly—, a topic widely discussed but genuinely understood by very few: the right to the city, specifically regarding territorialization in China, and, from that perspective, to compare Chinese economic democracy with Western political democracy. I wish to ask you: what does democracy signify to you? Let us begin there.

			—What an opening for a dialogue concerning China! Particularly, considering the prevailing Western viewpoint on the subject. For me, democracy signifies popular power, the power of the majority, exercised through a selected elite serving the populace, the majority, the workers, and those comprising the labor force. It transcends merely placing a ballot box and voting every few years; it concerns the enactment and fulfillment of the majority’s interests.

			Simón highlights a specific word in my discourse: elites. He observes that, in Western or liberal democracies, a minority group invariably governs the majority within a representational framework. He further questions whether democracy should inherently operate vertically, given that in China, the sole political party is the Communist Party, representing 7% of a population of 1.5 billion1.

			His dialogue addresses two questions: how I perceive that minority in contrast to the Western discourse of representativeness, and whether that minority effectively translates into the interests of the majority.

			—However, before responding, I believe it is important to clarify that China has more than one political party; what occurs is that they are all collectively part of a United Front.2 Indeed, each possesses a specific focus or represents a particular viewpoint, but, I reiterate, they are all within the United Front.2

			Simón nods with a smile and interjects:

			—There are eight. I find it singular how the discourse of a single party in China has permeated to the extent of becoming almost an adjective, ingrained even among those of us who know this is not the case.

			—In my opinion —I continue—, the Western system is characterized by a political class that functions as management in service to transnational elites, a reality that is, regrettably, evident today. Spain, for example...

			Martín apologizes for consistently using Spain as an example, as if discussing familiar contexts constituted a poor reference. I believe that if more individuals adopted his perspective, we would avert a considerable number of egregious errors.

			—Spain (how challenging it sometimes is for me to discuss my homeland) is a post-sovereign State, already subsumed within the European Union as a mere region. Within this framework, the political class functions as a management apparatus subservient to the Brussels bureaucracy and the oligarchy. Consequently, does it genuinely represent the interests of the citizenry? Not even remotely. Conversely, in China, much like any society, an elite also exists. Human beings are inherently structured in hierarchies, but what truly matters, in my estimation, is the method by which that elite attains legitimacy. In any human organization, from a company to a soccer team, there are always leaders who guide others. However, what truly matters is how these leaders come to occupy their position, how they legitimize themselves. The experience I would highlight from China is the process of selection and ascent to leadership, as exemplified by Xi Jinping, which occurs through meritocracy, requiring thirty to forty years within the Party to produce results.

			»In China, the populace exhibits significantly greater confidence in the Government of Beijing, understanding that in 90 % of instances, those who attain positions in Beijing are individuals of elite caliber, genuinely deserving of their roles. I am not asserting the absence of perquisites, influence peddling, corruption, or privileges, yet an inherent legitimacy persists. And I believe that legitimacy has been lost in our system or, at least, in Spain. For example, when the mayor of Shanghai was recently compared on Twitter to the president of the Community of Madrid, the latter’s experience was (with all due respect) that of being the community manager for the dog of a politician who preceded her, having built her career solely within the Popular Party. She possessed no experience or management qualifications whatsoever. In contrast, the mayor of Shanghai had between twenty-five and thirty years of experience, progressing from a minuscule county. Through his merit (or influence peddling and the like, but, primarily, through his merit), he gained public approval for his position. And that is one of the practices that, as a Spaniard observing the state of affairs in my country, I would wish to see emulated from China.

			Listening to Martín evokes the same pleasure as reading his tweets. His synthesis of analysis and irony is invigorating. In response to his remarks, I inquire whether he implies that in the West, similar to China, a model of representativeness exists. The core issue, however, is that in the West, such representativeness caters to the interests of an oligarchy rather than those of the populace, which constitutes the fundamental flaw of our democracies.

			—Precisely. As a Spanish citizen, I feel unrepresented by anyone, regardless of my regular participation in elections every four years. I might potentially feel represented at the municipal level, were I to reside in Spain, but at the national level, the system is farcical. What difference does a blue, green, or purple party make? They all represent distinct forms of social democracy, which constitutes the ideology of the Spanish State. There is a range of colors to choose from that simulate public confrontations, yet real representation is absent. I am aware that if tomorrow Brussels dictates «h», it will be implemented, and that if the Government convenes with an Anglo-Saxon investment fund, my perspective will be inconsequential. There is no genuine representativeness.

			»The electoral system of casting votes every four years is an antiquated practice. What is the purpose of maintaining a political class if we are constrained by the dictates of Brussels and NATO? This situation lacks logical coherence. It is imperative to pursue a novel alternative, which could be revolutionary or more incremental, yet capable of transcending the current system. In The West, it is believed that liberal democracy constitutes the ultimate system, as Fukuyama posits,3 yet this premise is unfounded.

			The Trajectory Toward a Definitive Understanding of Democracy

			It appears to me that defining a system as an immutable end condemns both its proponents and its adherents to obsolescence—a fundamental principle substantiated by countless fossils that underscore the reality that, akin to the wilderness, for humanity, a failure to adapt equates to demise. Martín’s insights steer my contemplation toward a pivotal concept for discourse regarding the right to the city: democracy.

			In my view, democracy ought to function as a platform of representation, transmitting the interests of the majority to facilitate their conversion into decisions and public policies that enhance, advance, and validate the overarching system. And such a platform should establish the foundational elements to engage, in a cyclical process, both representatives and their constituents.

			Nonetheless, and notwithstanding my current perspective—for opinions are subject to refinement with greater insight, provided there is an openness to learning—I am keen to ascertain Martín’s conception of democracy, transcending the Western and liberal paradigm conventionally presented to us.

			He offers an illustrative example that, in his estimation, effectively encapsulates this definition:

			—The other day, I observed a video featuring farmers from Chongqing utilizing the high-speed rail network to transport their produce to the urban centers. To me, that embodies democracy: individuals from the lower echelons of any developed society, such as agriculturalists, leveraging the world’s most advanced transportation technology4 (the gaotie)5 for commercial exchange. If one possesses a State where the most disadvantaged can access optimal infrastructure for comprehensive development, that, to me, is paramount. This encapsulates China’s experience: a model where the majority benefits from an efficient State that furnishes its populace with the requisite opportunities for prosperity. Democracy, through concrete actions, endeavors to afford equal opportunities to all, and acknowledging the inevitability of unequal conditions, it provides support to the most disadvantaged and the majorities, irrespective of their ability to cast a vote.

			Martín’s words convey a profound sense of composure and conviction. Inevitably, these thoughts transport me back to my student years at the Popular University of China, specifically to what now seems like a distant 2004, when Wang Xiaoming, one of the most renowned law professors, lectured us on the subject of democracy. Your presentation left me in shock, as until then, I had been educated in Mexico, the United States, and other countries under the premise that discussing democracy in China was an oxymoron, given that it was asserted, no such concept existed there. Unable to contain myself, I therefore asked the professor what democracy signified in China. His response, aligning with Martín’s words, profoundly affected me: «You, in the West, conceptualize democracy as depositing votes into a ballot box; we, the Chinese, conceptualize it as putting money into people’s pockets. That is our democracy».

			The primary objective of this initial dialogue is to delve into the right to the city; however, to address this topic, it is imperative to comprehend the functioning of the democratic system, as we are discussing both a right and representativeness.

			What does it take to be a dictator?

			One of the most important topics when discussing the political system and democracy in China is the intense competition that unfolds within the Communist Party, which functions as a United Front. This stands in contrast to the Western concept of democracy, where multiple parties operate as opposition.

			In one of his threads on X, Martín discusses the intense political ascent Xi Jinping undertook to become the general secretary of the Communist Party and leader of China. Therefore, I am interested in understanding what you consider to be the most crucial elements when evaluating China’s effectiveness, governance, and stability, particularly in contrast to the manipulation, political maneuvering, and bureaucratic complexities prevalent in the West. What are the primary distinguishing factors of the Chinese political system when compared to its Western counterpart?

			—Competitiveness in China is intense at all levels, and this, ultimately, manifests in the political arena. I believe the Communist Party has successfully integrated itself with Chinese society; the Party has adapted to society, not the other way around. When one spends time in China and attends meetings or events, it is relatively straightforward to identify members of the party: they are highly disciplined, proper, and cordial individuals. Indeed, they convey the impression that their lives are dedicated to the service of the party. This is why I chose to explore this subject further in one of my publications, to challenge the perception that Xi Jinping is a dictator; for if he were, the question «what does it take to become one?» would inevitably arise. And the answer would be «forty years of professional experience, a series of political merits, and actions carried out throughout the country». To politically lead and manage in China, one must demonstrate experience and capability. Legitimacy is not attained through a popularity contest or by appealing to people’s emotions, as frequently occurs in countries like Spain. There, electoral campaigns often devolve into a competition to utter the most egregious nonsense, and interactions and dialogues on social media transform the electoral process into something almost Dantean.

			»In China, this does not occur. There is no popularity contest where an individual is elected for having swayed the public with an appealing discourse. I always use the same example to illustrate this: it is exceptionally difficult to elicit opinions from the Chinese on international matters. However, when the topic of the conflict between Ukraine and Russia arises, the case of Zelenski captures significant attention.6 They cannot comprehend how a comedian could serve as the president of a nation, especially amidst a state of war. They question: how could a society accept an individual with his background to assume the role of leader? What qualifications does he possess to have attained that position?7

			»In China, and within the Party, a consistent justification is reiterated: hard work, embodying the notion of “I have accomplished this, I have succeeded, and therefore, I am qualified to advance to the next level”. Consequently, what they ultimately possess is (notwithstanding instances of influence peddling and corruption) a highly competent elite. In my opinion, it represents the world’s finest political elite. When compared to others, the intellectual and political disparity is simply immense, as evidenced by their demonstrable achievements.

			—China has achieved unprecedented socioeconomic development in just forty years. How have they accomplished this? One of the reasons lies in that particular system. And that is true democracy: a leader is justified and legitimized through their tangible accomplishments and what they have demonstrated to the people. In other words, why did Xi Jinping come to power? Because during his tenure in Zhejiang, the province experienced a 15 % growth rate. He also formulated a poverty eradication plan, which he called “the forty thousand villages” (or a similar designation), that proved an absolute success and was subsequently replicated across China. Nevertheless, the limitations of this approach, such as the risks inherent in political centralism and various social challenges, must also be taken into consideration.

			—Unlike Latin America or Europe, Chinese society does not demand an inspiring discourse from a politician; instead, it expects them to repair potholes in the street and enhance daily life. This is a valuable lesson that could be learned from Chinese society, transcending electoral processes and ballots.

			The acrimony in Martín’s words prompts a crucial question: Is it legitimate for the populace to be unable to vote directly for a president or mayor if an indirectly elected official successfully addresses everyday issues?

			Nevertheless, Martín forcefully retorts: «Remember that in China, voting at the local level is permissible».

			However, the question continues to resonate across most Western societies: the issue that, given the structural nature of its system, China lacks freedom of expression and the right to choose. Well... how can one speak of democracy if one of its most crucial elements, freedom of expression, appears to be absent? How can we reconcile the concept of a nation that lacks full rights, yet efficiently addresses the challenges of its citizens? Can democracy truly exist without these fundamental elements? There are numerous unresolved questions to address.

			Martín asserts that this approach is effective for the Chinese because their conception of democracy differs from the Roman-derived notion.

			—It appears we are arriving at two significant propositions: 1) The Chinese system is directed towards achieving harmony, stability, and establishing an effective government that resolves issues rather than creating new complications; 2) Their democracy is not a popularity contest or a rhetorical battle of appealing or unappealing words to determine who presents the most persuasive argument; from the Chinese perspective, democracy functions as a system of competition and collaboration aimed at resolving everyday, persistent, and long-standing problems, always prioritizing the interests of the majority. It seems plausible to suggest that these points highlight the dilemma many individuals face regarding the perception of ‘dictatorship in China’ when viewed through the lens of Western democracies, which indeed elect many individuals, but how many months or years often pass while the pressing issues of their societies remain unaddressed?

			—The West faces significant challenges concerning its system of representation and electoral mechanisms. In Spain, for instance, some politicians have held public office for thirty years, rotating through various positions; some have belonged to four different parties, enabling them to remain in public service for thirty or forty years, functioning merely as an expense to the public treasury. In China, conversely, constructive criticism can be voiced through public opinion, or individuals can approach their local neighborhood or village representative to solicit necessary provisions. Mechanisms are in place for submitting proposals, which are subsequently approved and selected based on direct engagement between the representative and the represented. Nevertheless, at the national echelon, the process operates on meritocracy within the Party, yielding favorable outcomes in contrast to the societies in evident decline in which we are presently situated.

			Analyzing the differences between both systems and the results obtained, it might be worthwhile to consider whether, instead of critiquing a model we appear to inadequately comprehend, we could perhaps learn a few things from it.

			A market serving the State

			—To further our discussion on the right to the city, it is essential to delve into the operational mechanisms of governance in China. In China, the concept of the right to the city is inextricably linked to decentralization, wherein districts occasionally operate virtually as autonomous cities, each possessing its own distinct policies and guidelines. In this context, all aspects appear to be interconnected with the decision-making process, the methodology for problem resolution and mitigation, and the formulation of solutions, given that the Communist Party’s vision is fundamentally rooted in dialectical materialism.8To approach the right to the city within the socialist system with Chinese characteristics, it is essential to consider an axiom that denotes an emblematic difference from Western capitalism: for China, the State holds primacy over the market, rather than the market governing the State.

			»This allows for an understanding of why, when a politician or a Party member in China is queried about the rights of the populace, they are likely to assert that the fundamental human right is access to housing—a place to reside. From their perspective, it would be anomalous for an individual to be sleeping on a sidewalk when unoccupied residences and apartments exist due to real estate speculation. This perspective gains considerable relevance when one considers that, according to certain reports, individuals currently under the age of forty-five will constitute the inaugural generation to experience a lower standard of living than their parents. This observation provides substantial food for thought when deliberating upon rights within a democracy.9

			—I believe that aspiring to a dignified life with fundamental standards (eating well, having housing, shelter, a job, a dignified salary) is what any citizen aspires to, beyond political freedoms; this is what is being fulfilled in China and what China seeks to fulfill. Ultimately, that’s the purpose of the State: political structures supersede economic ones. This is a concept The West has inverted: political structures are subordinated to economic structures that no longer even serve national interests. Under that premise, in Spain we have forfeited the right to the city, and a dignified life is no longer guaranteed. In this regard, China is gaining ground and proves to be considerably more democratic than what many of us experience as citizens of liberal democracies.

			—However, many assert that private property does not exist in China; therefore, is it not contradictory to refer to the right to the city?

			—Regarding property in China, it is imperative to specify that ownership of the structure differs from ownership of the land. The structure is owned by its acquirer, but the land itself is merely a concession, granted for use. In China, predicated on the notion that a lack of land ownership precludes bourgeois status, the dictum became: «What you possess resides upon the land». This concept, rooted in political theory, forms the bedrock of organizational structures designed to prevent a reactionary class from usurping power; all Chinese policies consistently adhere to this principle.

			—Indeed, in China there is no right to own land, but rather what is referred to in Latin as usucaption10: the lease of possession or use of land for up to 99 years, which is renewable. Regarding The West, I can affirm that the housing crisis impacts the right to the city. In large urban centers, young people are compelled to rent and often to share housing, without the prospect of acquisition. And, as rents continue to escalate, a nomadic culture emerges, contributing to social instability.

			—Although it should be noted that they are not «changing» residences by choice, but rather are being displaced and are increasingly forced to move towards the periphery, further from their workplaces, because they cannot afford the rent; that is the daily reality for millions: rent consumes the majority of their income. That is one of the processes that helped me change my perception of China. In Spain, I couldn’t even afford a bathroom; here, cultural factors, savings, family support, and structural elements are evident, but the State also actively promotes stability. A young Chinese individual is significantly better off; without diminishing the effort involved, the right to housing is guaranteed. I myself intend to purchase a housing unit in China, as it is more feasible than in Spain. Furthermore, I observe a distinct trend: living space is diminishing in Spain while expanding in China. Anyone who critically compares these two realities will discern that China is prevailing.

			—This discussion is leading us to another important aspect: socialism with Chinese characteristics and Chinese democracy, which, rather than displacing individuals, integrates workers into urban life by facilitating the construction of social housing. The worker is thus positioned at the core of urban existence, not relegated to its fringes; are two ways to exercise democracy and the right to the city. And I believe it is one of the clearest elements of democracy itself.

			—In countries like Mexico and Spain, cities are being sold off piecemeal to the highest bidder, typically a foreigner with greater financial resources, leading to what is termed gentrification. We are losing our right to the city, among many other things, and we must learn from the Chinese experience to reclaim it.

			—I concur completely.

			We have reached the conclusion of this discussion. While much more remains to be said on this subject, we trust that this preliminary exploration will enable readers to broaden their understanding of China, its system, its development, and the strategies it has employed to achieve its objectives. Hopefully, these reflections will prompt us to question why, while China faces criticism regarding its lack of freedoms and rights, our own societies have normalized the sight of individuals sleeping on the streets, as if the absence of housing were not also an affront to the principles we claim to uphold.

			Finally, to conclude this initial chapter, I wish to pose the following question, drawing from Louis Althusser’s assertion «Always the dominant ideas form part and belong to the dominant power»: who dictates the prevailing perception we hold of China?

			While we may not uncover the definitive answer, we hope these dialogues will offer us a glimpse of it.

			[image: ]

			Abstract

			From this chapter, the following key points can be highlighted:

			•In China, there is more than one political party; however, they are all united within a United Front, with each possessing a specific focus or representing a distinct ideological current.

			•Currently, some States could be regarded as post-sovereign, having been absorbed into economic regions where the political class functions as a management body subservient to the bureaucratic class and the oligarchy. Within such systems, the practice of periodic ballot box voting appears to be obsolete; a new, superior alternative must be pursued.

			•In The West, models of representation often serve the interests of an oligarchy rather than those of the populace, which constitutes a fundamental issue for our democracies.

			•Whereas in The West democracy may be conceptualized as casting votes into ballot boxes, the Chinese equate it with improving the financial well-being of the populace.

			•One of the notable achievements of the Communist Party of China has been its ability to integrate with and encompass Chinese society. It is the Party that has adapted to Chinese society, and not the other way around. However, the limitations of this approach must also be considered, such as the risks associated with political centralism and various social challenges.

			•Political legitimation in China transcends a popularity contest that merely attempts to appeal to people’s emotions. There, legitimation is achieved through tangible accomplishments and demonstrable results presented to the populace.

			•From the Chinese perspective, democracy functions as a system of competitiveness and collaboration designed to resolve everyday, persistent, and chronic problems by prioritizing the interests of the majority.

			•For China, the State holds primacy over the market; it is not the market that governs the State.

			•In The West, we have forfeited the right to the city, consequently undermining the guarantee of a dignified life. In this regard, China, despite criticisms concerning political freedom, is surpassing us, as its model proves to be significantly more democratic than what the liberal democratic model offers.

			•Socialism with Chinese characteristics and Chinese democracy, rather than displacing individuals, integrates workers into urban areas by promoting social housing initiatives.

			
				
					1	According to data collected via the Chinese website Baidu, in 2023 China’s population totaled 1 409 670 000 individuals.

						(https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1788314486241240958&wfr=spider&for=pc), whereas data from the official website of the Government of China, in a statistical statement dated June 30, 2023 (https://www.gov.cn/yaowen/liebiao/202306/content_6889177.htm), indicates that as of December 31, 2022, this organization comprised 98 490 000 members, from which it can be calculated that the percentage of affiliates to the Communist Party is 6.60 %

				

				
					2	Although it is generally assumed in The West that China operates under a single political party, the Chinese Communist Party, the reality is that China has eight democratic parties. These parties have advanced the cause of multi-party cooperation, thereby consolidating and developing the broadest Patriotic United Front. Notable among these are, for instance, the Revolutionary Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang, the China Democratic League, and the China National Democratic Construction Association, among others (https://baijiahao.baidu.com/s?id=1753158299263018318&wfr=spider&for=pc).

				

				
					3	In his seminal work, The End of History (1992), Francis Fukuyama, an American political scientist, posits that no superior societal organizational model exists beyond liberal democracy. He contended that the contemporary culmination of history resulted from the collapse of the major authoritarian regimes of the 20th century: namely, fascism and communism. This circumstance would signify the triumph of liberal democracy, which would have been left without alternatives (https://letraslibres.com/politica/entrevista-a-francis-fukuyama-el-desafio-mas-importante-de-nuestro-tiempo-es-lograr-un-estado-moderno/).

				

				
					4	Municipality in China.

				

				
					5	China’s High-Speed Train.

				

				
					6	Volodymyr Zelenskyy, the current Head of State of Ukraine, is the country’s sixth president since its independence in 1991.

				

				
					7	Although Volodymyr Zelenskyy earned his law degree from the Kyiv National University of Economy, at the time he became president of Ukraine, he was primarily known for starring in a satirical television series in which his character accidentally becomes president of Ukraine (https://www.bbc.com/mundo/noticias-internacional-47763860).

				

				
					8	Dialectical materialism is the philosophical basis of Marxism. It focuses on seeking coherent, logical, and rational explanations for phenomena in nature, society, and thought (http://www.scielo.org.ar/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S1851-17322019000200007#:~:text=El%20materialismo%20dial%C3%A9ctico%20es%20la,pensamiento%20 (Trivi%C3%B1os%2C%201987).

				

				
					9	https://www.xataka.com/magnet/cada-nueva-generacion-tiene-dificil-superar-riqueza-sus-padres-este-grafico-ilustra.

				

				
					10	Usucaption, also known as acquisitive prescription, is a legal institution of Roman origin that permits the acquisition of ownership over a specific real right if it has been possessed for a legally stipulated duration.

						(https://garanley.com/civil/usucapion/#:~:text=La%20usucapi%C3%B3n%2C%20tambi%C3%A9n%20llamada%20prescripci%C3%B3n,per%C3%ADodo%20de%20tiempo%20establecido%20legalmente).
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