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Chapter One


Introduction: Whither Chinese Socialism?




“If the twentieth century was dominated, more than by any other single event, by the trajectory of the Russian Revolution, the twenty-first will be shaped by the outcome of the Chinese Revolution.”


—Perry Anderson1


“The Revolution is dead. Long live the Revolution!”


—Minqi Li2





With the sputtering and eventual collapse of “actually existing socialism” in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, an intense debate emerged within the left regarding the viability of alternatives to capitalism. For those who maintained that the failures of “state socialism” stemmed from centralized planning rather than collective ownership of the means of production, Chinese reforms in the early 1990s seemed to offer the prospect of a third way: “market socialism.”3 These progressive proponents of the market were answered by a number of more orthodox Marxist critics, who reasserted the traditional claim that markets and socialism are antithetical and that Beijing’s dalliance with capital would simply lead to greater social violence and exploitation. Far from offering any desirable alternative to capitalism and neoliberal globalization, the Chinese path was simply “another road to barbarism.”4 The debate began to wane at the turn of the century, however, as ever fewer observers could detect any trace of socialism in a country that was instituting massive privatization of state industry and acceding to hundreds of “free market” conditionalities in order to join the World Trade Organization (WTO).


In recent years, though, it has become apparent that China’s status as a non-capitalist, if not a socialist, alternative to prevailing developmental models is not yet a settled question among activists and critical political economists. Two works in particular have revived the debate: Martin Hart-Landsberg and Paul Burkett’s China and Socialism: Market Reforms and Class Struggle (2004), and Giovanni Arrighi’s Adam Smith in Beijing: Lineages of the Twenty-First Century (2007).5 These two texts offer important analytical and empirical contributions in their own right and reflect broader left-wing debates on the future and efficacy of “socialism with Chinese characteristics.” They have also served as intellectual lodestones for independent contributions and entire symposia in leading journals of critical analysis.6 Reiterating traditional Marxist claims, Hart-Landsberg and Burkett maintain that Chinese market socialism was never more than an unstable and contradictory half-way house, paving the way to “full-fledged capitalist restoration, including growing foreign economic domination.”7 Arrighi offers a striking counter-claim: not only is the recent Chinese economic ascent a product of “non-capitalist market-based development,”8 it also has the potential to dethrone Washington from its global hegemonic position, ushering in a “commonwealth of civilizations truly respectful of cultural differences.”9


This book assesses China’s status and potential as a non-capitalist developmental model through a close and critical examination of China and Socialism and Adam Smith in Beijing, informed by the authors’ wider body of work, the contributions that have emerged in response, and some of the more pertinent empirical work generated by Sinologists and Asianists. It maintains that both analyses bring us only part of the way to a sufficient and comprehensive understanding of the contemporary political economy of the People’s Republic of China (PRC). The analytical contradiction between the two works reflects real contradictions that have characterized the market reform process. Taken separately, each work only illuminates one side of this process; but considered together they begin to form the basis for an alternative historical materialist reading of the market socialist experience.


This is not to suggest that both contributions are of equal coherence and validity. Hart-Landsberg and Burkett’s unapologetic Marxism provides a persuasive analytical framework for understanding the contradictory dynamics of market socialism, the intensifying exploitation and alienation of Chinese workers, and the dire need for a much deeper alternative than the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) leaders in Beijing have ever envisaged. For these reasons much of the Left has embraced their work as conclusive. Adam Smith in Beijing, while often admirable in scope and ambition, is too theoretically eclectic, empirically selective, and politically wishful to stand on its own as a definitive contribution, even among those who share Arrighi’s sympathies.10 This is reflective not just of Arrighi’s particular approach, but also the more general difficulties of formulating a coherent theoretical basis for a political project that seeks to harmonize market competition with the traditional objectives and aims of socialism.11 But the value of Arrighi’s contribution lies not in the broad sweep of his analysis but rather in his agenda of concern. In asking fundamental questions about what makes a market specifically capitalist, drawing attention to the historical pedigree of non-capitalist market societies, and pointing to the enduring significance of “accumulation without dispossession” in contemporary China, Arrighi has drawn attention to theoretical and empirical issues that tend to be neglected in Marxist treatments, which generally rely on abstract models of capital accumulation. Thus, while Arrighi hardly upends the Marxist critique of Chinese market socialism, he does invite a reconsideration of its assumptions, a sharpening of its theoretical approach, and a widening of its empirical ambit.


China’s political economy cannot be understood without the conventional Marxist categories of primitive accumulation, class exploitation, and surplus extraction; but neither can it be comprehended without serious attention to its non-capitalist social forms, especially state industry and collectivized land. The central contention of this book is that the Chinese developmental experience of the past 20 years exhibits many of the central hallmarks of a transition toward capitalism. In this respect, a stable and durable market socialism, or “non-capitalist market society,” is truly illusory. Yet this transition is not complete and is subject to serious contention by workers, peasants, and sections of the ruling stratum (CCP officials and enterprise managers) that reproduce themselves in non-capitalist ways. It is in this sense that China remains a “transitional” society whose future class character is not yet determined. Tracing this process of change is essential for understanding and intervening in contemporary social and political struggles.


The theoretical and empirical basis for a renewed historical materialist understanding of the Chinese alternative is established in several steps. The book begins by situating the work of Arrighi and Hart-Landsberg/Burkett within the broader intellectual and ideological trends that have influenced left-wing and critical analyses of China in the post-Mao and post-Soviet period. Contradictions and unanswered questions in both China and Socialism and Adam Smith in Beijing are exposed, shaping an analytical agenda for the discussion that follows. In different ways and for different reasons, both works fail to offer a sufficiently clear understanding of crucial concepts: the specificity of capitalism, the nature of socialism, and the political and social character of the 1949 Chinese Revolution. A few writers have suggested that a thorough reassessment of the “socialist transition” debate and the period of Maoist centralized planning are needed to comprehend the market reforms that followed.12 I agree, but also suggest that coming to terms with the socialist transition debate requires an adequate understanding of the specificity of capitalism, which can only be acquired by engaging with the other “transition” debate concerning how European feudalism was transformed into capitalism.


The latter debate highlights the need to conceptualize capitalism as a unique system in which both producers and appropriators depend on the market for their reproduction. A number of pertinent theoretical insights follow from this: the peculiar separation of politics and economics in capitalist states, the global expansion of capitalism via processes of combined and uneven development, and the dynamics of bureaucratic collectivism. Making use of these categories, I argue that well into the 1990s, despite years of market reforms, China maintained a bureaucratic-collectivist system in which direct producers and bureaucrats were merged with the means of production, and politics and economics were fused. The incompatibility of planning and market efficiency compelled the CCP to push a counter-revolution from above: dispossessing workers, privatizing enterprises, subjecting officials to market-based performance evaluation, and generally effecting a separation of economics from politics (or a depoliticization of the economic sphere). However, the strategy was only partially successful. Class struggles, the imperatives of party-state legitimacy and power, and the reproductive strategies of individual officials and managers have all acted to frustrate capitalist restructuring. I illustrate this point by addressing several concrete themes: social relations in agriculture; reforms in industry; the dynamics of class struggle; intra-bureaucratic and intellectual dissent; the response of the Chinese state to the world economic crisis; and the concern among global and Chinese elites to correct global economic “imbalances.”


Having engaged in a wide-ranging theoretical and empirical assessment of the Chinese alternative, I conclude by maintaining the People’s Republic is indeed a “world-historical novum.”13 Having rejected the neo-liberal “shock therapy” prescriptions mandated for post-Soviet Russia, market socialist Beijing has ironically established much more hospitable conditions for dynamic capitalist development than “sale of the century” Moscow.14 But by avoiding an outright repudiation of state property and socialist ideals, the bureaucrats in Beijing have not been able to fully extirpate non-capitalist ways of reproduction—nor is it clear that they can, at least if they wish to maintain the CCP’s political monopoly. As a consequence, the Chinese leadership’s aspiration for achieving a form of East Asian developmental state has been decisively blocked. The manner in which China’s accumulating political economic contradictions are resolved—through either a “full-fledged capitalist restoration” or a reinvigoration of collectivized property forms and economic planning—will determine the Chinese Revolution’s ultimate legacy for workers and peasants in China and the world. An important theme of this book is that strategies of “rightful resistance” have been effective in upsetting processes of primitive accumulation, but also that establishing a genuine socialist alternative will require the conquest of what has always been denied to Chinese toilers: a regime of workers’ democracy.




Chapter Two


Leftist Assessments of Socialist China: Then and Now


The author of a 2006 UBS bank report on China aptly noted that “describing China’s economy can resemble the tale of the blind men and the elephant; there’s plenty of evidence to support the most contradictory arguments.”1 There are inherent difficulties in succinctly describing any political economy, of course, but they are especially acute for a country of China’s history, size and complexity. What is held to be characteristic of one district, region, or province may not apply to another, just as what was deemed to be true in 1998 cannot be confidently maintained today. Even as there has been a profusion of case studies in Chinese political economy, an understanding of its totality has lagged far behind.


The fault lines dividing left analyses of Chinese political economy are not simply empirical but also conceptual and ideological. This is not to say that differences over empirical data are unimportant—they can be crucial, as will be shown, for example, with Hart-Landsberg and Burkett’s understanding of property relations in the countryside. But ultimately more decisive is how empirical detail is integrated into a broader understanding of the social totality, and what concepts are employed to achieve this integration. What may seem to be relatively straightforward disagreements over empirical questions (such as the extent of privatization, marketization, and class polarization in the Chinese countryside) can mask more fundamental conceptual differences over how to interpret and prioritize the empirical data itself. In the Chinese case, the basic categories of “socialism” and “capitalism,” as well as “plan” and “market,” are frequently used to historically and analytically distinguish Maoist from post-Maoist China. Disagreements within the left over the character of China’s political economy often reveal more about the presuppositions of their authors than they do about the reform process itself. The objective of this first section is to offer a brief survey of the shifting terrain in critical China studies, identifying the ways in which China and Socialism and Adam Smith in Beijing address previous deficiencies in the literature while instantiating others. After pointing out a number of pertinent questions left unanswered by both works, it is argued that a more rigorous interrogation of key concepts—not least capitalism and socialism—is required to advance beyond the impasse.


The antinomies of academic Maoism


Post-Soviet capitalist triumphalism weighed heavily on leftist imagination in the 1990s, and the field of China studies was certainly not spared. Elizabeth Perry, an eminent historian of Chinese working class struggles, recently noted that many Asianists of the 1968 generation were initially drawn to the field by a favourable view of the Chinese Revolution:


The many budding young Asianists who soon joined the CCAS [Committee of Concerned Asian Scholars], myself included, were generally united in the conviction that the war in Vietnam represented an epochal clash between a dynamic Asian revolutionary upsurge, stirred by the example of Mao’s China, on the one hand, and a destructive American imperialism, bolstered by the work of some prominent members of the Asian studies department, on the other.2


With such a romantic view of Maoist China’s revolutionary potential, it is not surprising that starry eyes turned jaundiced. Bitter disappointment and dashed illusions provided a common substrate for the emergence of two, seemingly opposite, tendencies: on the one hand, repudiation of Maoist China in light of Deng’s reforms; and on the other hand, fierce denunciation of the latter against an idealized construct of the former. Mark Selden and Edward Friedman are two prominent exemplars of the first reflex. In his classic work The Yenan Way in Revolutionary China (1971), Selden proclaimed: “The Chinese revolution offers inspiration not only to those who would expel colonial oppressors… It addresses men and women everywhere who seek to create a society free from stifling oppression, arbitrary state power, and enslaving technology.”3 Writing at a later date, Friedman was even more glowing: “Mao by the example of his struggle communicates the vigour of hope, the vitality of possibility, the vision of justice. Mao’s message to the 20th century is elegantly simple: what should be can be.”4 By 2005, however, Selden, Friedman and their collaborator Paul Pickowitz were offering a remarkably different assessment in a co-authored work, suggesting that Mao’s revolution had actually produced an oppressive and authoritarian state. “The more revolution advanced,” claimed the authors, “the more… the state seemed parasitic… Revolutionary dynamics splintered society from the state, ‘us’ from ‘them.’”5 Friedman, for one, has become a breathless enthusiast of the current “China model,” touting the alleged potential that Chinese export zones hold for “transform[ing] Africa.”6


One of the most ardent critics of Selden and Friedman’s turn was the late William Hinton—witness to the Chinese Revolution, celebrated author of Fanshen, and frequent contributor to the pro-Mao socialist periodical Monthly Review.7 In the early 1990s, writers associated with that journal began to promote the “restoration” thesis, essentially a mirror opposite of the view advanced by Selden et al in which an unblemished version of Mao Zedong’s “socialism” was contrasted with Deng Xiaoping’s “capitalism.”8 In 1991, when Deng’s economic reforms were still in a stage of comparative infancy, Hinton maintained that China had long been on the “capitalist road”:


China’s Thermidor occurred in late 1978 when the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee, dominated by Deng Xiaoping and other survivors of the Liu Shaoqi clique, switched policies and began the “reform.” This marked a shift from working-class power to bourgeois power, from working-class politics to bourgeois politics, from the socialist road to the capitalist road. At the meeting China changed colour, and from that time on new leaders began dismantling both the socialist economic base and the socialist superstructure that the Chinese people had built with such effort over thirty years.9


Minqi Li has echoed this analysis in recent years, lamenting that the “urban working class became politically passive and was caught off guard by the 1976 counter-revolutionary coup.”10 It is indeed an abrupt transformation, and it should raise some pointed questions. How could the People’s Republic plummet from being a bastion of revolutionary socialism and working-class power with a single plenary session meeting? If the reform measures really did mark a shift “from working-class power to bourgeois power,” why did they not arouse mass working-class opposition? Monthly Review writers have been unable to provide a satisfactory answer to these uncomfortable questions because they proceed from flawed assumptions. In truth, there was very little “working-class power” in Mao’s day, a fact that calls into question Hinton’s laudatory references to a “socialist economic base” and “socialist superstructure.”


Between the antinomies provided by Selden/Friedman and Hinton/Monthly Review are a range of left views. These are not so much expressions of disappointment in the Maoist experiment as they are signs of resignation that such an experiment was doomed to fail, leading to frank, albeit grudging, resolutions that some variant of capitalism is the best that can be hoped for at present. Expressing sympathy for the ideals of Maoism, writers like Maurice Meisner and Victor Lippit have repeated the Deng regime’s own proclamation that the productive forces in China were simply too weak to support rapid socialist construction, and that an extended period of capitalist development will be required before such ambitions can again be entertained. As the Mao era recedes ever more into the past, their assessments have gradually grown harsher. In his biography of Mao, Meisner concludes that “[w]hat material progress there was in the late Mao period hardly compensates for, indeed pales into insignificance, when weighed against the famine that issued from the Great Leap and the human and social destructiveness of the Cultural Revolution.” The errors of late Maoism, in turn, stem from having “implicitly rejected many of the basic premises of Marxist theory. It was an ideology that ignored the Marxist insistence that capitalism was a progressive stage of development in world history and the necessary precondition for socialism.”11 For his part, Lippit once penned analyses of the “dynamics of socialist transition” in China, but now seems to have concluded that it was all for nought.12 “The actual contest in China,” he discovers, “was not between capitalism and socialism but between capitalism and statism…. Capitalism will have to play out its historic role before being supplanted.”13
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