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Introduction

the right to knowledge

In June 2016, at a news conference, when a Canadian journalist put a 
human rights question to Wang Yi, the Chinese foreign minister, who 
was visiting Canada (Buckley 2017), Mr. Wang lost his cool and was 
visibly angry. While most would agree that the Chinese authorities 
should learn how to handle tough questions from the media in general 
and Western media in particular, what Mr. Wang interpreted as lecturing 
is a good starting point for discussing the relationship between the 
production of knowledge and rights. In the West it appears to be taken 
for granted that a journalist should be asking politicians tough questions, 
so as to hold them accountable. In his reply, Mr. Wang, however, suggests 
that the journalist has no right to ask such questions if she does not 
know China. While Mr. Wang accuses the Canadian journalist of being 
arrogant, the Western media and social media responses generally take 
Mr. Wang to be arrogant. Why the difference in response? And why was 
Mr. Wang so upset?

This has something to do not only with the production of knowledge 
but also the right to knowledge, which is related to history as the people 
in China see it. From one perspective, China not only was invaded, 
semi-colonized, exploited and plundered but also, and because of that 
experience, does not have the right to knowledge. The Chinese don’t 
have what is called huanyu quan (discursive right) on the international 
stage. What is right and wrong, what is good or bad, what should be 
valued and what is legitimate are dictated to the Chinese by the West. 
Ultimately, the West has the right to knowledge and has the power and 
resources to produce knowledge about China—to construct China. 

This sense of frustration and powerlessness is demonstrated by current 
discussions among some Chinese thinkers who use a set phrase to 
capture the phenomenon. The Mandarin-speaking Chinese tend to use 
set phrases that are neat and succinct to refer to a situation or event, like 
9/11 is used in the US. For instance, the Chinese would use a set phrase 
“June the Fourth” (liu si) to refer to the Tiananmen events of 1989, or 
“people mountain people sea” (ren shan ren hai) to refer to a packed crowd. 
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In the past decade or so, there has been a six-syllable phrase floating 
around the intellectual discussion circle—ai da, ai e, ai ma (挨打，挨

饿，挨骂)—the first two syllables mean “to endure defeats in wars” or 
“to endure aggression,” the second two mean “to endure hunger” and the 
last two “to endure being lectured.” These Chinese people understand 
modern Chinese history as a history of China bearing the consequences 
of being defeated in wars ever since the first Sino-British Opium War 
in 1839–42, the so-called history of a “Hundred Years of Humiliation.” 
The Chinese had endured hunger even since one could remember. To 
the majority of the Chinese, the China led by Mao, especially since the 
Korean War in 1950, no longer suffered defeat at the hands of foreign 
aggression. So ai da is gone. 

The post-Mao reform is understood to have bidden goodbye to 
hunger. So ai e is gone. With the two enduring and sufferable situations 
gone, China now endures being lectured, ai ma, by the West, for moral 
inferiority, for its lack of democracy and its abuse of human rights, or 
indeed for anything they can think of: currency manipulation, taking 
millions of jobs from the West, stealing Western technology, etc. 

In other words, the Chinese government is not legitimate. Hence Wang 
Yi’s indignation: China has lifted 600 million of people out of poverty; 
China has managed to become the second largest world economy in a 
short period of time. “Do you know China?”—Wang asked the journalist 
whether she had ever been to China. For Wang, if you have not been to 
China, how do you have the knowledge to talk about China? Wang did 
not have in mind the individual human right of freedom of speech: of 
course he knew that a journalist in Canada at a press conference had the 
right to ask him any question. To Wang it was not an issue of political or 
civil rights but that of whether you are qualified to talk about something 
you have no knowledge of. Therefore, his term the “right to speak about” 
was not about a political right but an epistemological right: the right to 
knowledge.

The incident demonstrates not only the complex issue of rights but 
also the complex issue of knowledge: an epistemological right which 
in many ways is a political right, raising questions over categories of 
knowledge and how knowledge is produced. 

epistemological right

This epistemological right has two traditions in China: one traditional 
and one Maoist. The contemporary Maoist tradition was coined by Mao 
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himself, in the form of “you have no right to speak about something if you 
have not done any research on it” (meiyou diaocha yanjiu jiu meiyou fayan 
quan). Mao’s own credentials as a leader of the peasant revolution was 
based partly on one of his earliest influential writings titled The Hunan 
Peasant Movement Report. In fact, some of the Cultural Revolution 
(CR) violence was inspired by the proclaimed violence during the 
peasants’ anti-landlord movement described in this report; evidence that 
knowledge produced in such a revolutionary discourse guides human 
behaviors several generations later. 

“You have no right to speak about something if you have not done 
any research on it” had become one of the Communist Party of China’s 
(CCP) governance technologies. Following the rationale that knowledge 
can be gained from experience and from participation and observation, 
Mao sent his most beloved son, Mao Anying, to work and live in the 
countryside as soon as the latter returned from the Soviet Union to 
Yan’an. Mao also sent one of his daughters to rural farms during the 
CR. The movements of “up to the mountains and down to the country-
side” (shangshan xiaxiang), and “May the Seventh Cadres Schools” (wuqi 
ganxiao),* were also associated with this epistemological right.

By the same token, upon the serious consequences of the Great Leap 
Forward (GLF), Mao sent all of his bodyguards to their own hometowns, 
and some office personnel, to various places to gather information about 
the real situation at the grassroots level. During the beginning of the CR, 
Mao and his radicals sent hundreds of army officers all over the country 
to gather information (Qi Benyu 2016). This contemporary tradition 
of epistemological right is still held in high esteem as governance 
technology. Thus, the Chinese government still carry out a lot of experi-
mentation before a policy is implemented. The most celebrated example 
is the special economic zone of a small fishing village, Shenzhen, where 
the policy of attracting foreign investment was experimented with 
before it unfolded all over China. Mr. Wang Yi’s undiplomatic outburst 
is another example of this epistemological belief.

*  On May 7, 1966, a letter to Lin Biao Mao advocates the idea that army soldiers 
should not just be trained to fight but also need to participate in studies, in political 
discussions and in material production. During the mid-period of the CR party 
officials and government bureaucrats were sent to grassroots units, like the factory 
floor, farms or rural China to participate in production labor. Hence it is called the 
May Seventh School.
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The traditional strand of the tradition of this epistemological right 
to knowledge is the Confucian foundation of meritocratic legitimacy 
of ruling and governance. In the Book of Rites: The Great Learning, the 
Master says that to maintain peace under heaven the country has to be 
governed. To govern the country the family has to be put in order. To 
have the family in order, one has to cultivate oneself. To cultivate oneself 
one has to put one’s mind in the right place. To have one’s mind in the 
right place one has to be sincere. To be sincere one has to investigate. 
After this investigation, one will have the knowledge. Once you have 
the knowledge you will be honest. From honesty to the right mind, from 
the right mind to personal cultivation and from personal cultivation one 
is able to have order in the family: then one can govern the country so 
as to achieve peace under heaven.* According to this line of reasoning, 
knowledge consists of facts or truth in existence to be found by an honest 
person who has the sincerity to govern for the peace of the world. Apart 
from the fact that there is a questionable assumption that a ruler would 
be honest and sincere, what the Master takes for granted is also the 
questionable reductionist conceptualization of knowledge—an issue that 
I will come back to later—very different from the postmodern concep-
tualization that knowledge does not exist innocently for one to find: it 
has to be produced.

anti-orientalism in post-deng china

Edward Said’s groundbreaking conceptualization of Orientalism 
(Said 1978) was very much inspired by Foucault’s powerful argument 
for the relationship between power and the production of knowledge. 
According to this Foucauldian take on imperial discourse by Said, the 
cultural construct of the knowledge of Orientalism was, by design or 
necessity, a strategy of constructing a positive image of the Western Self 
while casting the “East” as its negative alter ego Other. “The Orient has 
helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting image, idea, 
personality, experience.” Orientalist knowledge has been so persuasive 
that “Orientals are seen to be perpetrating Orientalism no less than 

*   The full Chinese version is reproduced here; the English is my own interpreted 
translation: “古人欲明德于天下者，先治其国；欲治其国者，先齐其家；欲齐
其家者，先修其身；欲修其身者，先正其心；欲正其心者，先诚其意；欲诚
其意者，先致其知。致知在格物。格物而后知至，知至而后意诚，意诚而后
心正，心正而后身修，身修而后家齐，家齐而后国治，国治而后天下平.”
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‘non-Orientals’” (Lau 2009). There is a non-Oriental Orientalism in 
which knowledge producers with Eastern affiliations not only accept the 
Orientalist knowledge but also comply with perceived expectations of 
Western readers, as shown in Zhang Yimou’s film Raise the Lanterns, 
in which the so-called Chinese tradition of family life and sexual ploys 
are reinvented for exoticism. In order to combat this new Orientalism 
in the twenty-first century, some scholars call for what are re-Orientalist 
discursive practices and rhetorical strategies as sites of subversion to 
expose the power of Orientalist discourse among the non-Oriental, so as 
to provide avenues for questioning the endurance of Orientalist practices 
today (Lau and Mendes 2011). 

Along similar lines, some Chinese writers argue that some Chinese 
people themselves reproduce Orientalist knowledge about China. By 
twisting the term “reverse racism”* for their own purported use, these 
writers argue that the elation of this kind of knowledge produced by some 
Chinese—from the celebrated May Fourth Movement activist Dr. Hu 
Shi to the much-revered Qian Zhongshu, from contemporary popular 
essay writers such as Yu Shicun and Wang Xiaobo and fiction writer 
Wang Shuo to propagandist politicians like Ma Licheng—demon-
strates reverse racism in the sense that anything Chinese is denigrated 
and condemned. These Chinese fenqing (angry young men) argue that 
China should fight against this kind of reverse racism which advocates 
self-hatred, and self-dwarfing (ziwo aihua). One prominent writer of 
this group of post-Deng writers, Wang Xiaodong, calls this kind of 
reverse racism the slavery of the Western master (yangnu). According to 
him and other fenqing, China should express its unhappiness with the 
current state of affairs (Song et al. 2009), and should be able to say no to 
the West (Song Qiang et al. 1996).

chinese nationalism?

The reaction of the angry young Chinese men against the epistemolog-
ical rights of the West is typically interpreted as Chinese nationalism. 
Barack Obama, an eloquent speaker who charmed both the Right and 
Left in the West, for instance, took this line of discourse and warned in an 

*  “Reverse racism” as a concept and as a set of political activities arose from the 
struggle of black people against racism at the hands of white people. Nelson Mandela 
both condemned “reverse racism” (MacGregor 1995) and was accused of being a 
reverse racist (Gumoisai 1993 and Dunn 1998).
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interview with The Atlantic of a China that would “resort to nationalism 
as an organising principle” (quoted in Eric Li 2017).* The interpretation 
of this strong Chinese tide against Orientalism as Chinese nationalism 
in some ways makes sense, as China’s economic take-off paved a path 
for the Chinese to recover some confidence in their own culture and 
the dignity of China as a nation. However, this kind of approachable 
and easiest popular conceptualization of Chinese nationalism leaves us 
with more problems than answers. For instance, is China a nation state? 
Which nations of the Chinese state are Chinese nationalist? 

In countries like Australia and the US, the indigenous nations are 
either wiped out or uprooted. The white settlers formed their nation 
states. Gradually people of other national backgrounds migrated to these 
states as citizens. These new migrants don’t form their own distinct 
culture, language and economic national identity even though the first 
generation of them may cling on to similar ethnic communities. They 
are all called Australians or Americans. In contrast, the Chinese state 
has not wiped out or uprooted the indigenous peoples, 56 of them are 
officially recognized, though some of them could arguably be said to 
have been pushed aside by migrants of other national groups, mostly 
by what is called the Han nationality. Most of these people have stayed 
and lived where they originally belonged and their populations increased 
dramatically (Sautman 2001, 2006). It is very hard to say therefore what 
the nation, or nations, of the Chinese state are. What is Chinese nation-
alism? Is it nationalism of the Chinese state, or nationalism of the Han 
Chinese, who are the majority? If the latter, who are the Han Chinese?

hegemony over the right to knowledge  
and conceptual paradigm

Apart from addressing the questions raised above, this book aims to 
explore some more conceptually challenging issues of the relationship 
between rights and knowledge. Why do the Chinese (the term Chinese 
being very ambiguous, an issue that is dealt with later on in the book) 
either exercise self-denial or self-hatred, like the May Fourth Movement 
radicals who wanted to disown the Chinese tradition and the post-Mao 

*  Obama’s famous remarks during his visit to Australia—that if the Chinese were to 
live like us we would need five or six planets—infuriated some angry young Chinese 
men, as it implied that only Western people are allowed to live a life of comfort and 
luxury. 



introduction  .  7

self-claimed liberals who wanted to disown not only the Mao era but 
also the very idea of revolution? The underlying reason is that they have 
no right to knowledge. They either reproduce, by translation or reinter-
preting, the kind of knowledge that is fed to them from the West, often 
without proper digestion, or else they could not produce anything. 

The response to this state of affairs from the Chinese state machine 
has been different and changing. In the era of Deng, the state response 
from the lack of Chinese knowledge of China was to shelve political 
discussion so as to develop the economy, a strategy diagnosed by the 
prominent scholar Wang Hui as “depoliticized politics” (Wang Hui 
2003). This strategy is neatly expressed in Deng’s two dictums of “no 
debates” and “development [of the economy] is main principle.” When 
Jiang Zemin came to hold power, the so-called “three representatives” 
were propagated as theoretically innovative, which basically was an 
attempt to answer the question of what the CCP was for in China at that 
time. The answer was: the CCP represented (1) advanced productive 
forces, (2) advanced culture and (3) the fundamental interest of the 
broad masses of people. This dictum therefore justified the enrolment 
into the CCP of well-known elites engaged in either material or cultural 
production, such as capitalist entrepreneurs and popular media stars. 
During the leadership of Hu Jintao, the idea of “harmonious develop-
ment” was advocated so as to shift emphasis from development at all 
costs—as the grave consequences of such a policy were too obvious—to 
attention to environmental issues and societal cohesion that had been 
cracked by disparity. Finally, with Xi Jinping in power, there is a drive 
toward a balanced knowledge of China among the three traditions: the 
Chinese traditional tradition, the Maoist revolutionary tradition and the 
tradition of learning from the West (Gan Yang 2007). To achieve such a 
balance Xi wants to de-emphasize the West slightly and to recover some 
value from both the Chinese tradition and the Mao era. In his attempt 
at such a balancing act, Xi is seen to be the most repressive leader since 
the 1989 Tiananmen events (Ringen 2016b) and is predicted to fail in 
his attempt (Shambaugh 2015). 

It is far from clear whether Xi can succeed in building up his narrative 
of China in what he calls “China’s Dream,” since he has just finished 
his first term as the number one leader in China. What is clear is that 
there is not yet knowledge of China that is accepted by both the Chinese 
and the West. The ideas of “the Beijing Consensus” (Cooper 2004) and 
the “China Model” (Dirlik 2016) floated around for a while as tanta-
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lizing conceptualizations of Chinese knowledge, but they did not stay 
long enough to sustain intellectual attention. This attempted knowledge 
of China is not taken seriously, because the West fundamentally has 
hegemony over the right to knowledge. This kind of hegemony does 
not have much to do with restriction of freedom or even overt power of 
imposition. I am practicing my freedom now by questioning Western 
hegemony. This is precisely the power of Western hegemony as it does 
not have to impose overt restrictions. The Chinese impose restrictions 
on academic freedom precisely because they don’t have the hegemonic 
right to knowledge. Their restriction and repression on freedom further 
delegitimizes their discursive qualifications. This is a vicious circle for 
the Chinese while it is a virtual circle for Western hegemony. Therefore 
it is in the national interest of Western scholars to promote this virtuous 
circle for the West and vicious circle for China. The powerful and 
stronger produce knowledge which in turn serves the interests of the 
powerful and the stronger while weakening the weak.

The book argues that because Western hegemony on epistemolog-
ical rights was formulated during the long process of imperialism and 
colonialism that was global and transnational, the national interests of 
Western nations and transnational interests very often overlap. 

By pointing out the connection between knowledge production/
knowledge consumption and national interest I am not arguing that all 
of the seekers of knowledge and producers of knowledge, either con-
sciously or even unconsciously, produce knowledge exclusively for their 
own national interests. The fact that there are what Wang Xiaodong 
calls “reverse racists” and Orientals in China who practice Orientalism 
suggests that there are those who pursue knowledge from what they 
think is right versus wrong and good versus bad. This is why Chinese 
Orientals justify their position by arguing that it is in China’s national 
interest to adopt Western knowledge. 

In other words, there are academics, scholars, think tank specialists and 
journalists who pursue their individual interests and knowledge based on 
their belief in some particular conceptualization of the world they live 
in, such as the conceptualization of democracy and human rights. The 
hard science scientific community and the social science and humanities 
community work very much within conceptual and intellectual 
paradigms (Kuhn 1962) in any particular time and space. The paradigm 
within which most work since the collapse of the former Soviet Union, 
or the “end of history,” which is used to lecture the Chinese, is that of 
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human rights and democracy. This intellectual paradigm serves the 
geopolitical interest of the West, irrespective of whether any particular 
individual producer or consumer of the knowledge of truth realizes it.

There are some who try to break the straitjacket of this intellec-
tual paradigm. The recent effort to give the Chinese some legitimacy 
to access a right to knowledge is very articulate (Bell 2015) but again, 
predictably, met with strong critiques (Nathan 2015 and Fish 2015). 
Although scholars like Ryan Mitchell have presented a nuanced under-
standing of what Bell is trying to say, such as what is democracy and 
whether democracy has merits depending on contexts and on how ideals 
are transformed in actual situations (Mitchell 2015), the argument that 
China is not a democracy is enough to put any “panda hugger” on the 
defensive. Only democracy can render a government legitimate, and only 
democracy can balance power and hold those in power accountable. Such 
a paradigm of what I call the democracy thesis is so hegemonic that any 
attempt to dismount its right to knowledge is almost impossible.

the poverty of the epistemological  
right to knowledge

The epistemological root to Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s 
diplomatic outburst that those who do not know about China have no 
right to talk about it has too many romantic but naïve assumptions: that 
knowledge can be gained by study, that knowledge gained from study 
is the truth of nature and that there is a two-way relationship between 
knowledge and goodwill—if you have goodwill you can reach knowledge 
and knowledge will lead you to goodwill. That is why some Chinese 
believe that by assisting people outside China to study the Chinese 
language and culture through, say, the Confucius Institute, the people of 
the world will know the truth about China, and will be friendly or less 
hostile to it. This naïve or reductionist epistemology does not embrace 
the complexity of knowledge and its context: that knowledge is con-
structed and that there are no independent facts or theory. Even the truth 
of physics is found by postulates and then has to be proved or falsified 
by practice. Those like Wang Yi who believe the reductionist episte-
mology have yet to understand that social phenomena can be evaluated 
from different perspectives and therefore different knowledge can be 
produced for the same phenomenon. Perspectives on China and the 
Chinese always involve politics, and perspectives on international affairs 
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always involves geopolitics. We need to come round to the conceptual 
understanding that anyone can have different knowledge about China, 
that China is never completely knowable, that whether one is friendly 
with China has less to do with knowledge and more to do with attitude; 
whether one has a friendly attitude toward China is political.

The rise of China, a phenomenon that is arguably the single most 
significant event of our time, causes a lot of anxiety all over the world. 
One expression of this anxiety is the increasing media and scholarly 
coverage of China’s internal and international policies and actions. 
There is also profound anxiety from grassroots communities in the West. 
They are anxious to know what life will be like if the Chinese come to 
dominate the world. Knowledge of China is thus in huge demand. There 
is therefore a need to inquire about how knowledge of China comes 
about. Who formulates knowledge of China and on what basis? This 
book addresses the issue of what we know about China and what kind 
of knowledge of China is produced for what consumption.

The book aims to show that the production of knowledge of China 
is a construction which is the result of a combination of national and 
transnational interest, as well as the result of a conceptual paradigm. 
National interest may underline much of the research into and about 
China. And many of the individual scholars and researchers may not 
be able to produce knowledge about China outside the national interest 
box. Transnational interest includes class interest, ideological orientation 
and religious and political values and beliefs. 

The overall aim of this book is to show that knowledge of China 
should not be taken as given. Instead, it should be examined within 
the context of production and consumption. This is more or less a 
common-sense wisdom accepted in most other fields of humanities and 
social sciences, but not in the field of Sinology, especially contempo-
rary Chinese studies. The reason for this state of the field is that the 
production and consumption of knowledge of contemporary China is 
far too political both inside and outside China. 

The book will demonstrate that there are no theory- or framework-
independent facts to be discovered about China. There are statistics, 
but statistics can be structured for specific consumption, and even 
solid empirical statistics need to be interpreted so as to be considered 
as knowledge. For instance, statistics show that during both the GLF 
and the CR, two periods generally accepted both inside and outside 
China as disastrous, there was a mushroom of local industrial and 
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entrepreneurial initiatives. Those who are theoretically oriented toward 
anti-communism and who consider the Chinese Communist regime 
under Mao Zedong as evil would use these statistics to argue that those 
local initiatives were grassroots resistance against the oppressive regime, 
defying China’s Stalinist planned economy. However, those who are 
sympathetic with China’s efforts toward building socialism will use these 
statistics to argue for the opposite: it was during these two periods that 
Mao and the Chinese government launched policies to encourage local 
initiative so as to break down the straitjacket of the Soviet model of a 
planned economy. 

It is not just a matter of using the same dataset to produce different 
kinds of knowledge for specific consumption. This book will also show 
that different producers of knowledge select different datasets while 
ignoring other data about the same event or same personality. Thus the 
post-Mao authorities allow the publication of data that show the bad 
aspects of the CR but not the positive side, and allow the publications 
that show Deng Xiaoping in a good light but not publications that show 
him in a bad light. Written by a high-profile American academic, Vogel’s 
(2011) biography of Deng Xiaoping, published in English outside 
China, translated in Chinese subsequently, has only 30 or so pages 
covering Deng Xiaoping’s life up to 1979. In his selected biographies 
of key people of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in the book, 
Mao is not even included. Vogel intends to produce the knowledge that 
the transformation of China did not take place until Deng became the 
paramount leader after the Third Plenum of Eleventh CCP Congress 
in 1978. 

Furthermore, this book will demonstrate that some “facts” or data 
about China are conjectures to prove a point of certain knowledge for 
consumption by a Western audience. For instance, even though there is 
some kind of consensus that there was a famine following the radical 
policies of the GLF, the death toll of this disputed famine is anybody’s 
guess, ranging from several million to 55 million. What is interesting is 
that those who are anti-Communist want to stretch the number as high 
as possible while those who are sympathetic to the Chinese Revolution 
would like to see the numbers as low as possible. What is also interesting 
is that the higher the numbers one proposes the more attention one gets 
in the West, as the reception of an English academic Frank Dikötter and 
the Chinese ex-journalist Yang Jisheng shows, in contrast to the work of 
Yang Songlin and Sun Jingxian.
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By addressing the issue of how knowledge of China is produced with 
a specific purpose for particular consumers, the book intends to argue 
that in a world system that embeds inherent injustice and unfairness 
toward developing countries, those who want to challenge the estab-
lished order have to bring the state in. Chinese nationalism, especially 
Chinese nationalism in the Mao era, in this context, is not Chinese 
ethnic or racial chauvinism, but a political project to counter the existing 
world order of Western dominance. It is not nationalism per se but 
political and economic independence.

The book also intends to demonstrate that some elements of China’s 
revolutionary legacy have to be brought back in any discussion of 
Chinese internal politics and China’s relationship with the outside 
world. Furthermore, the book aims to show that for transnational 
interest the neoliberals in China who want to join the existing world 
order and who are critical of the Chinese state from a human rights and 
democratic perspective may not want to place China’s domestic politics, 
class interest and the West’s transnational interest in historical contexts.

Finally, for the Left in the West who are critical of China, the book 
aims to argue that democracy versus authoritarianism is neither a useful 
research topic, nor fruitful political agenda. If the Left in the West is 
really serious about finding a new narrative for the human race on this 
planet, a whole range of conceptual paradigms in the context of the West 
should be deconstructed or unpackaged in seeking knowledge of China, 
as each of the chapters aims to argue. 

The issue of who the Chinese are is very much related to the 
production and consumption of knowledge of China because it is about 
whom knowledge is produced for. In Chapters 2 and 3, the issues of 
race, ethnicity and nationality, as well as that of the so-called overseas 
Chinese, will be addressed. The chapters aim to argue that Western 
concepts of race, ethnicity and nationality are inadequate in addressing 
the issue of who the Chinese are. The term Chinese is undefinable in 
that it is not an ethnic term, nor is it a definite term referring to the 
citizens of China. The Republic Revolutionary Sun Yat-sen even called 
for the exclusion of Manchus as non-Chinese for his idea of a nation 
state of the Republic. The Nationalist Kuo Ming Tang (KMT) leader 
Chiang Kai-shek ( Jiang Jieshi) claimed that the Chinese consisted of a 
lineage of five groups, the Han, the Mongols, the Manchus, the Tibetans 
and Hui (Muslims). When the PRC was established, Beijing called for 
applications for nationality status, and over time more than 200 applica-
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tions were received. After many years of scholarly studies and debates 56 
nationalities have officially been recognized. If the Tibetans and Uyghurs 
are not Chinese, why are the Manchu, Mongolians, Koreans, Zhuang, 
Naxi and so on called Chinese? On the other hand, if the English settlers 
in Australia and their descendants are not called overseas English why 
are the settlers, whose origin of migration was China and their descen-
dants, called overseas Chinese? These issues are not only historical but 
also political, involving national and transnational interest, as well as a 
conceptual and intellectual paradigm of knowledge.

The issue of what China is very much relates to the production and 
consumption of knowledge of China because the unpacking of different 
contexts of China will lead to a different knowledge of China. China 
was not and has never been a nation state in a contemporary sense. There 
might have been an imagined civilization of China but there was not 
an imagined nation state of China until the beginning of the twentieth 
century. This does not mean there has been no concept of a “country 
home” (guojia) in pre-modern China. I will argue that neither the con-
ceptualization of nation state nor that of “civilization state” is adequate in 
addressing the issue of what China is. In terms of territory, China became 
bigger and bigger over time, not because there was an ethnic Chinese 
who invaded and expanded its empire, like the Romans, but because it 
was invaded and conquered by its surrounding neighbors. Such was the 
case of the Yuan Dynasty as a result of the invasion from the Mongols, 
and the Qing Dynasty established by the invading Manchus. In fact this 
mutation and fusion as a consequence of conquest by invaders from the 
north and north-west went back as early as Nanbei Chao (c.420–589 
ad), Wudai Shiguo (c.907–60), and Bei Song (960–1127). Until the 
modern ages when there was imperial and colonial invasion from the 
Western nation states, China had been a nationless state, or a state of 
nations. All those concepts from the Western conceptual paradigm such 
as empire, union, commonwealth don’t fit in with a China that has come 
out of these historical circumstances. The Chinese concept of tianxia not 
only fails to capture the historical developments of China but also fails 
to represent contemporary China as it is Sino-centric, taking a cultural 
value position of the Chinese civilized versus the barbarians. Modern 
China is the reverse: since the end of the nineteenth century landmarked 
by the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the consensus among the 
Chinese political and intellectual elite has been and still is that Western 
cultural and political values are more civilized. Those in the West who 
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claim that the Chinese want Western politicians to kowtow to China 
and that the Chinese are nationalist and arrogant and Sino-centric are 
actually not only barking up the wrong tree but also demonstrating a 
sense of entitlement, be it a government, state or the so-called Chinese. 

In any community within a national boundary there are different 
groups of class interest. These different classes may have some national 
interest in common. For instance, when Britain was under the threat 
of Nazi German invasion even the working class was willing to submit 
themselves to the leadership of Winston Churchill, but voted him out 
soon after victory in World War II. Equally, the Chinese Nationalists 
and the Communists formed a united front, however fragile it was, 
to fight the Japanese invasion. Very often however, different classes of 
people are led by the ruling elite to believe that they have a common 
interest in nationalism. This kind of “false consciousness” germinated by 
a dominant intellectual paradigm at any given time is in total contrast to 
the self-consciousness of the ruling elite who always, if not all the time, 
have in mind transnational interest, defined as the capitalist interest 
that is built on the free flow of transnational capital to exploit labor 
in the most profitable locations regardless of nationality, and to change 
regimes in the name of human rights and democracy. Those who have 
the master mind of transnational interest include not only the trans-
national companies and financial institutions but also the political and 
intellectual elite. If the proposition that the “working class of the world 
unite for they have nothing to lose but chains” is not entirely an intel-
lectual fiction, that the political and intellectual elite in China have the 
common transnational interest with their counterpart of the rest of the 
world is certainly a reality. 

The Chinese government spokespeople are fond of repeating the 
cliché that the US, the most developed country, and China, the most 
populous developing country, should cooperate and complement each 
other to achieve a win-win situation. What will happen if and when 
the national interests of the two countries in particular, and the West 
in general, clash? Chapter 10 on national interest and transnational 
interest related to the intellectual elite in the West presents evidence of 
and analyzes how the Western intellectual elite produces knowledge of 
China for the consumption of either their perceived national interest, or 
for transnational interest. Because of the financial, military and techno-
logical dominance of the West, and their dominance of the production 
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of knowledge, the national interest and transnational interest of most 
Western countries are often one and the same. 

I argue that even in a genuine pursuit of the knowledge of China, 
there is no innocent single China to be discovered. As soon as one 
uses personal experience and/or abstracts from documented informa-
tion to formulate knowledge one is taking a position. For example, even 
the seemingly innocent linguistic description of simplified Chinese 
characters versus traditional forms can easily be and is very often used 
as evidence of truth for anti-communism: the simplification of Chinese 
characters is viewed as the Communist barbarianism of destroying tra-
ditional Chinese culture.

For the political and intellectual elite in the West, national and trans-
national interest can be and very often are one and the same. For their 
Chinese counterparts, the situation is much more frustrating. During 
the Mao era they were coerced into the conceptual paradigm that their 
national interest was often in contradiction with the dominant capitalist 
transnational interest. But the post-Mao mainstream Chinese political 
and intellectual elite have become increasingly transnational. However, 
because of Western dominance, Chinese national interest and transna-
tional interest are not always one and the same either in imagination or 
in reality. For example, independent Taiwan or Tibet would be good for 
transnational interest but not for Chinese national interest. Sometimes 
the Chinese intellectual and the political elite may find themselves in 
a dilemma when their national interest clashes with the transnational 
interest of the West. 

Chapter 5 is not only a critique of the Chinese political and intellec-
tual elite guided by the conceptual paradigm of qimeng (enlightenment), 
but also a dissection of the split personality of the Chinese political and 
intellectual elite. The qimeng paradigm, prominent during the 1980s 
and lingering a little longer during the 1990s, underlines what Chow 
calls the King Kong syndrome: China as a spectacular primitive monster 
whose despotism necessitates the salvation of its people by outsiders 
(Chow 1998). The battle cry of this qimeng was that a Western-style 
civilization of democracy and science was urgently required to enlighten 
the backward and uncivilized Chinese. For a brief period, roughly 
during the first 30 years of the PRC, the socialism-to-communism 
conceptual paradigm looked like an answer to the question of qimeng. 
Although being dangerously challenged in a few months in 1957, the 
leftist revolutionary paradigm remained dominant in the Mao era until 
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toward the end of the CR. The increasing critique and condemnation 
of the Mao era started as soon as Mao was dead in 1976, and by the 
1980s the qimeng paradigm was reignited and was renamed xin qimeng 
(neo-enlightenment). Xin qimeng argues that the 1949 Revolution 
kidnapped qimeng and that following the track of enlightenment had 
to be reassumed. After nearly a century of development through which 
dramatic changes rendered China unrecognizable by any standards, the 
Chinese political and intellectual elite still repeats the themes of the 
May Fourth Movement of bringing Western humanist enlightenment 
to dispel the Chinese darkness. While the qimeng paradigm toward the 
end of the twentieth century was liberating, to regurgitate the same 
paradigm in the 1980s is no more than somniloquism. 

With the increasing development of China’s economic power on the 
international stage, the qimeng or xin qimeng paradigm has faded from 
the Chinese intellectual scene in rhetoric but remains mainstream in 
content. The Chinese political and intellectual elite are now engaged 
in the fight over whether democracy and human rights, mainly political 
and civil rights, but not socio-economic rights, should be held as 
universal. They now have a split personality because they are caught 
in the contradiction between perceived Chinese national interest (such 
as the sovereignty issue over Taiwan) and transnational interest (the 
independence of Taiwan or even other parts of China), and the contra-
diction between not only traditional Chinese human values and modern 
Western values but also between different class interests. 

What happened during the GLF as history is one battleground 
on which those who are sympathetic with the Chinese Revolution 
paradigm fight against those who hold firm to the intellectual paradigm 
of anti-communism and anti-Mao transnationalism. Chapter 9 on the 
GLF gives concrete examples of how knowledge of China is produced 
by selecting or even fabricating data. The representative work in China 
by Yang Jisheng and in the West by Frank Dikötter will also be dissected 
in this chapter.

Chapters 7 and 8 on the CR is another case study of how data are 
selected to produce knowledge of China for specific consumption. The 
interpretation and the remembering of the CR demonstrates class 
interest against Maoism and transnational ideology against communism. 
There is an enormous amount of work on this topic, both in Chinese 
and English. Alongside a critique of the mainstream literature on the 
issue Chapters 7 and 8 will present alternative knowledge on the CR 



introduction  .  17

from the perspectives of the working class and rural Chinese and with 
the hindsight of the socio-economic consequences of the post-Mao era 
reforms. 

China’s foreign policy is driven by China’s political and intellectual 
elite’s combined desire for and understanding of national interest and 
transnational interest. On the one hand, leaders of the Mao era and 
post-Mao era wanted to preserve and defend what they considered was 
the national interest. On the other hand, they also took into consid-
eration and were in many ways constrained by transnational interests. 
However, Mao and the post-Mao leaders, especially Deng Xiaoping, had 
different transnational interests in mind. The Sino-Japanese relationship 
will be addressed as an example to support the above argument. For Mao, 
China’s national interest and the class interest of the laboring people are 
one and the same. Therefore, the crime of Japan’s invasion of China was 
the responsibility of the capitalist ruling class while the laboring people 
of Japan were also the victims. However, when the class paradigm was 
thrown out of the window by the post-Mao regime, Japan as a whole, and 
indeed the Japanese as an ethnic group, were to be held responsible for 
the atrocities. Hence the resurgence of Chinese nationalism regarding 
Japan, with or without explicit or implicit elite encouragement. Chapters 
11 and 12 on China’s foreign policy will not only discuss various issues 
of China’s border disputes and the South China Sea (SCS) but also the 
underlying political and international rationale. 

Given the dominance of Western powers in all spheres, including 
political, military, technological and conceptual paradigms in humanities 
and the social sciences, the production of knowledge of China is predom-
inantly Western both inside and outside China. While an understanding 
of China derived from this mainstream Western dominance has its 
own insight and value, this book aims to show that an understanding 
of China can be gained from a different conceptual framework and 
from alternative perspectives. By critiquing the current understanding 
of China based on the predominant Western production of knowledge 
(either from the Left or the Right), this book provides arguments for 
such an alternative. 

By demonstrating how complex historical China is and how diverse 
the Chinese are, the book argues that an understanding of China derived 
from the Western conceptualization of ethnicity, nation states, race and 
nationalism is inadequate. By analyzing the examples of the two most 
controversial events in the Mao era, the GLF and the CR, the book 
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deconstructs how Western production of knowledge of China is based 
on political positions or a specific intellectual paradigm. The book 
argues that the Western Left needs to be critical of not only Western 
transnational interests which they benefit from, but also their privileged 
position of dictating intellectual agenda and political correctness, 
especially in relation to developing countries, including China. They 
should be reminded that their intellectual paradigm of human rights 
and democracy promotes the political agenda for the existing transna-
tional structure, which in many ways is not only identical with their own 
national interest, but also identical with the interests of the ruling elite. 
At the center of the book is an examination of the relationship between 
national and transnational interest and how this relationship is related to 
the production and consumption of knowledge of China. 

At least four conclusions can be drawn from this discussion of the 
complex relationship between them: (1) in any nation state there may 
be some interest that is common to all, e.g. against foreign invasion; 
(2) national interest and transnational interest may overlap, and can be 
identical for people of all classes in the leading Western nations due 
to the history of colonialism and imperialism; (3) national and trans-
national can be, but not always, one and the same for the ruling elite 
in developing countries; and (4) a position by the Chinese neoliberal 
intelligentsia of advocating the conceptual paradigm of universalism 
of human rights and democracy in fact works in favor of the existing 
transnational order, but against the interests of the working class in their 
own countries.

the literature in the field

The task of taking on the issue of understanding China from the point of 
view of Orientalism developed by Said has been done by China scholars 
such as Dirlik (1996), Hägerdal (1997), Martínez-Robles (2008), and 
Hung (2003). Two related books, again inspired by the approach of Ori-
entalism, Western Images of China by Colin Mackerras (1989) and its 
Chinese counterpart by Zhou Ning, aim at a general historical survey 
of how China was viewed from the West. The edited volume Sinog-
raphies: Writing China by Eric Hayot, Haun Saussy and Steven G. Yao 
(2008), though not exactly an Orientalism approach, sets out to demon-
strate different Chinas written in different texts, covering different time 
frames and genres of representation.



introduction  .  19

The closest publication to this book is the insightful China and Ori-
entalism: Western Knowledge Production and the PRC (2013), in which 
Daniel Vukovich argues that there is a new Sinological form of Ori-
entalism at work in the world that has shifted from a logic of “essential 
difference” to one of “sameness” or general equivalence. This book has 
one aim in common with Vukovich which is to dispel the myth of 
objective knowledge of China. However, this book adopts the approach 
of political economy. It aims to show not only that there is no apolitical 
scholarship but also that politics is not just race, ethnicity or the East 
versus the West. Regarding this book’s examination of the complex 
relationship between national interests and transnational interests, 
Zak Cope’s (2012) work on “Western working-class aristocracy” in its 
relation to the working class in developing countries is relevant. 

By adopting a political economy perspective over a cultural studies 
perspective, this book is a critique of not only the Left and the Right 
in the West, but also the Chinese New Left’s critique of the post-Mao 
Chinese Right. In this regard, Wang Hui’s monumental work The Rise 
of Modern Chinese Thought (2015b) on modernity is relevant. The West, 
both Left and Right, either in the field of journalism, think tank, NGOs 
or academia, tend to employ “the Chinese themselves say so” logic, 
especially when the “say so” is to condemn the Chinese Revolution and 
the Mao era. However, there is a need to pay attention to the fact that 
the Chinese themselves are of different classes with different interests, 
and that the Chinese themselves can and do pick and choose facts and 
information for the production and consumption of knowledge. They 
follow fashionable conceptual paradigms. Even if we cannot claim that 
production of knowledge for particular class interests is wrong or right, 
correct or incorrect, we should be sophisticated enough to know and to 
show that there can be possible production of knowledge for other class 
interests, and we should be aware which class interest is dominating and 
why. In this sense this book is a critique of the field. 



1
Scholarship, National Interest  

and Conceptual Paradigm

introduction

Scholarship is not only historically complex but also contingent upon 
national interest, geopolitics and, no less significantly, upon a conceptual 
and intellectual paradigm at any specific time and space. The conceptual 
paradigm that frames CCP-led China as a totalitarian or dictatorial 
regime (Ringen 2016b) is still prevalent today. The Chang and Halliday 
claim (2005) that Mao was an evil monster who killed 70 million 
Chinese with pleasure is just one extreme example. 

Not surprisingly, many serious scholars on China don’t take Chang 
and Halliday seriously (Benton and Lin Chun 2009), but the “true” 
knowledge produced by Chang and Halliday has spread far and wide, 
and has been taken seriously not only, reportedly, by US President 
George W. Bush but also the last Governor of Hong Kong Chris Patten, 
who was later to be honored as the chancellor of Oxford University. 
One of the most credible media outlets, the BBC, applauded the book; 
the broadsheet paper The Australian listed Chang and Halliday’s book 
as a 2005 Book of the Year; and journalist Nicolas Rothwell declared 
that “reading the book about the twentieth century’s most bloodstained 
dictator was a litmus event” and that he “cannot recall finishing a book 
that inspired in me such sharp feeling of nausea, horror and despair” 
(Rothwell 2005: R5). One of the book’s reviewers calls it “a work of 
unanswerable authority” and claims that Mao “is comprehensively dis-
credited from beginning to end in small ways and large, a murderer, a 
torturer, an untalented orator, a lecher, a destroyer of culture, an opium 
profiteer, a liar” (Hensher 2005). “China’s Monster, Second to None” 
is the title of a reviewer of Chang and Halliday in the authoritative 
New York Times (Kakutani 2005). Another authoritative Western media 
outlet, the German Der Spiegel, endorsed Chang and Halliday, as did 
the influential British political commentator William Hutton (Hutton 
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2005) and the veteran London School of Economics scholar Michael 
Yahuda (2005).

The book by Chang and Halliday as a history or biography of Mao is 
a fraud (Gao 2008). But why do so many intelligent and clever people 
endorse such a blatantly flawed book? The answer lies not only in 
national interests, transnational interests and the leftovers of Cold War 
discourse, but also in the “truths” of the social sciences and humanities 
that are in fact constructed narratives. Those who position themselves 
for certain national and transnational interests tend to believe in certain 
kinds of stories. It is the interaction of cerebral inclination with certain 
stories that formulates a conceptual paradigm that frames scholarship. 

harari, trump, nationalism and globalism 

In his TED Talk, Yuval Noah Harari (2017) declares that twentieth-
century Left versus Right politics is outdated and that now it is 
globalism versus nationalism. Harari argues, I think rightly, that all 
the major problems today are global, such as climate change, genetic 
engineering and unemployment—not due to Chinese migrant workers, 
but due to robots. Therefore nationalism will not work. Referring to 
the phenomenon of the current US President Donald Trump’s constant 
utterances of “untruth,” Harari argues that there is no such thing as 
post-truth in the era of Trump, because there have never been truths 
that are not constructed and there have never been truths that are not 
confined to human understanding at any specific time and space. As 
evidence Harari refers to the Bible. The only difference now as opposed 
to the past, is that the truth, or untruth in the Trump era, is not told by 
the established elite who think they naturally have the epistemological 
right to knowledge, but by a vulgar and unintellectual buffoon who can 
do this against all global gravity because of modern technology. Not very 
much unlike Mao during the CR, Trump avoided the normal taken-for-
granted intellectual and media hierarchy by going straight to address 
“the masses” via Twitter. 

However, it appears that the very clever buffoon is not a globalist but 
a nationalist, at least according to his utterances. This is the problem: 
while the solutions to all of the major issues require a globalist approach, 
especially in the powerful and domineering knowledge-producing West, 
issues seem to be more nationalist. It is an irony, not expected by many 
even a couple of years ago, that China under the leadership of Xi Jinping 
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is even called upon to lead the world globally on climate change. Hasn’t 
the Chinese government been accused of using nationalism to boost its 
legitimacy by almost all of the commentators almost all ofthe time?

us scholars and us national interest

The most recent US think tank cum academic report on how to deal 
with China is a good case study of how scholarship is intertwined with 
national interest (Schell and Shirk 2017). The report was a result of a 
large undertaking involving many prominent US scholars including 
Orville Schell, Susan Shirk, Thomas J. Christensen, Elizabeth C. 
Economy, Andrew J. Nathan, David Shambaugh as well as Jeffrey A. 
Bader, David M. Lampton, Douglas H. Paal., J. Stapleton Roy and 
Michael D. Swaine, though the latter group were not listed as authors 
of the report. On top of that there are a number of think tank spe-
cialists who used to be in important US government positions such as 
Charlene Barshefsky, the former US trade representative, and the chief 
trade negotiator and principal trade policymaker for the US, Kurt M. 
Campbell, a former assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific 
affairs, and Winston Lord, a former US ambassador to China.

The project also involved many prominent external experts including 
Joseph S. Nye Jr. and Roderick MacFarquhar of Harvard University; 
Henry M. Paulson from the Paulson Institute; Mickey Kantor of 
Mayer Brown, Barry Naughton and Peter Cowhey from the University 
of California, San Diego; Wendy Cutler from the Asia Society Policy 
Institute; Jeffrey I. Kessler of WilmerHale; Dennis Blair of the 
Sasakawa Peace Foundation, USA; Graham Webster of Yale University 
Law School; Harold J. Newman, Asia Society trustee; Kenneth Jarrett 
at the US Chamber of Commerce in Shanghai; and Alan Beebe of 
AmCham China.

Of the long-term issues—energy and climate change, global 
governance, Asia Pacific regional security, North Korean nuclear threat, 
maritime disputes, Taiwan and Hong Kong, human rights, defense and 
military relations, trade and investment relations—considered by the 
Task Force project, the report makes six major recommendations as 
priorities for the Trump administration:

1.	 North Korea: give up nuclear capabilities or face sanctions.
2.	 Prioritize US commitment to its allies, Japan and South Korea, and 

revival of the Trans-Pacific Partnership (TPP).
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3.	 Trade with China: focus on job losses because of China, unfair 
trading and the need to “level the playing field.”

4.	 South and East China Seas: China is assertive, the US should remain 
territorially neutral but maintain freedom of navigation plus an active 
US presence in the area, and should ratify the UN Convention on the 
Law of the Sea.

5.	 “Respond to Chinese Civil Society Policies that Harm US Orga-
nizations, Companies, Individuals, and the Broader Relationship,” 
such as severely restricting (and in some cases block) US think 
tanks, non-governmental organizations, media outlets, and Internet 
companies from operating freely in China.

6.	 Take over leadership of the climate change issue.

In the context of what I aim to do in this chapter, there are a number of 
interesting points about the report’s recommendations. To start with, let 
us look at the North Korean issue. Surely, North Korea will not launch a 
nuclear war with either South Korea, Japan or the US. The only rationale 
that one can think of is that North Korea wants to have nuclear weapons 
and launching facilities as a deterrent. It is North Korea that is afraid of 
aggression. Therefore, all the US and its allies need to do to maintain 
peace is to make a firm commitment that they would not invade North 
Korea unless and until North Korea makes the first move in aggression. 
It is very much in the media of the “international community” to support 
the US policy on North Korea by portraying its leader as a mad person, a 
crazy lunatic who certainly does not know what North Korea’s national 
interest is. 

When the Task Force project was in progress there was no envisioning 
of another mad man who would oppose the TPP in the name of the US 
national interest. Trump actually got elected on the promise of getting 
rid of the TPP. So does that mean Trump and his supporters do not 
know what the US national interest is? In fact the then seemingly more 
promising presidential candidate, Hillary Clinton, also disowned TPP, 
at least orally in her election campaign. To blame US unemployment 
on China is one of the most attractive slogans of the Trump team. One 
wonders why the elite in this group, the elite for which Trump and his 
supporters are supposed to have contempt for, share this sentiment with 
the latter. For most Chinese, and probably most people in developing 
countries, there has never been “a level playing field” for them. If and 
when they can gain a point or two in the law of the jungle it is the result 



24  .  constructing china

of their sheer hard work and possibly avenging determination. The rules 
have been made by the developed countries in global organizations like 
the World Trade Organization (WTO), the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank, and it took China more than ten years to 
negotiate with the US to enter the WTO; one major member of this 
report was the chief US representative in these long and hard negotia-
tions. One of the most stringent conditions for a developing country have 
been imposed on China’s entrance to the WTO. Now the report claims 
that the field is not level. One should be reminded of what happened 
in the late nineteenth century in the “new continent”: the Chinese gold 
diggers could manage to dig out some gold in the mines that had been 
mined and abandoned by the white miners. The white miners were very 
upset and screamed “the Chinks steal our gold.” Clearly the truth can be 
framed differently and knowledge can be produced according to one’s 
interests.

Equally interesting is how the rise of China pushed the US to change 
the rules of the game, when one reads recommendation four: it was of 
US national interest to ignore the UN Convention on the Law and Sea 
until China asserted its claim of sovereignty over the SCS. Finally, there 
is an urge for the US to take over the leadership on climate change. It 
does take some leadership globally to solve the issue of climate change, 
as argued by Harari in his TED Talk. However, China has not claimed 
to hold the leadership position on this or on any other issue. Most of the 
time since Deng Xiaoping has been in power, China has been trying to 
figure out what the Big Brother wants. Surely, a recommendation of a 
multilateral and more collaborative approach to climate change would 
have been better. 

Another point is the question of who funded the project and why. 
The Task Force that produced this report involved a number of insti-
tutions, including the Center on US–China Relations founded in 2006 
based in New York; the 21st Century China Center established in 2011 
at the University of California, San Diego; the Annenberg Retreat at 
Sunnylands, also known as the “Camp David of the West,” a non-profit 
foundation which convenes leaders in southern California and other 
locations for high-level meetings to address serious issues facing the 
nation and the world, including the 2013 summit between President 
Obama and President Xi of the PRC and the 2016 US-ASEAN leaders 
summit; the Carnegie Corporation of New York; the Henry Luce 
Foundation; the Janet and Arthur Ross Foundation; and Harold and 
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Ruth Newman. The institutions involved, and the individual contribu-
tors, are a mixture of academic and think tank centers, an indication of 
how the production of knowledge is not something concerning the ivory 
towers of scholarship anymore, if it was ever the case. 

What also has to be noticed is the acknowledgment of the hospi-
tality shown by “our friends at Oxford University, in particular Rana 
Mitter at the China Centre and Timothy Garton Ash at St. Antony’s 
College.” Appreciation of “the Japanese and South Korean consulates 
in New York City and their respective embassies in Washington, DC 
for … fact-finding missions to Tokyo and Seoul” is also acknowledged. 
The absence of any “Chinese” academic or Chinese involvement in the 
project is understandable on the basis that this is not a task force that 
provides recommendations on how to engage with China but how to 
deal with China. The preface of the report states that one assumption is 
“inherent in this report—that it is in the national interest of the US to 
strive, if possible, for stable and mutually beneficial relations with China, 
and to maintain an active presence in the Asia-Pacific region.” How do 
you have mutually beneficial relations with China to maintain peace and 
stability in the region if you don’t engage with China? This question is 
perhaps answered by the wording “if possible.” In other words, if China 
doesn’t contravene US national interest then there will be peace and 
stability. The authors of this report are already making concessions for 
the sake of peace if you compare them with Robert Kagan (Kagan 2017), 
whose Foreign Policy article headline is “Backing Into World War III: 
America Must Check the Assertive, Rising Powers of Russia and China 
Before It’s Too Late.” 

This Task Force project and its recommendations are worthy of study 
for two main reasons. The first reason is that there is a tangible shift 
in conceptualization of how to deal with China. In other words, new 
knowledge needs to be and is being produced. The second reason is 
that it reveals how closely scholarship is related to what is perceived and 
conceived to be the national interest. Only the naïve Chinese anti-Maoist 
and anti-Communist “liberals” still hang on to the story of universal 
truth beyond national interest, as will be demonstrated in later chapters. 

national interest and mearsheimer 

It has either been taken for granted or specifically argued that US national 
interest in particular and Western interest in general serves the interest 
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of the international community. Western hegemony is interpreted as 
maintaining international rule-based order and providing a public good. 
This is biblical knowledge of the post-World War II world. In the words 
of Pei Minxin, a US scholar of Chinese background, popular among the 
Western media because of his neoliberal critique of China, the West has 
the capacity to maintain the international rule-based order and provide 
global public goods (Pei 2017). Globalism is Americanism, which 
is good for everyone, as this shrewd metaphor exemplifies: Freedom’s 
McDonald Golden Arch Gate flattens the globe. This epistemological 
truth is articulated strongly by Mearsheimer, the US realist international 
relations scholar:

It is often said that the international relations (IR) scholarly community 
is too American-centric and needs to broaden its horizons. I disagree. 
In the mid-1970s, Stanley Hoffmann called IR an “American social 
science.” That label was appropriate then, and it is still appropriate 
today especially with regard to all the important ideas and theories 
that dominate discourse in our discipline. This situation is not likely 
to change significantly anytime soon and for entirely legitimate and 
defensible reasons. Indeed, students inside and outside of the United 
States seem to read the same articles and books and for the most part 
employ the same concepts and arguments … I feel intellectually more 
at home in Beijing than Washington … So, when I speak in China—
where there is a deep fascination with American IR theories—I 
sometimes start my talks by saying, “It is good to be back among my 
people.” And I do not speak one word of Chinese, although I do speak 
the same language as my Chinese interlocutors when we talk about 
the basic realities of international politics. (Mearsheimer 2016)

These fascinating and candid remarks provide enough information 
for three important points: there is an almost innate assumption that 
globalism is Americanism; the US dominates the production and con-
sumption of knowledge and is the key to truth; and finally, the Chinese 
scholarship community is not immune to it. 

the soas incident and knowledge production

The School of Oriental and African Studies (SOAS) of London 
University hit the headlines in early 2017 when journalists discovered 
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that students, backed by many of their lecturers, had set up a campaign 
to “Decolonise Our Minds” by transforming the curriculum. The gist of 
this campaign is that students of Oriental and African studies should 
study the philosophies and literary cannons of Oriental and African 
countries as well as that of Western European countries. The event made 
news headlines because the students dared to suggest decentering the 
works of Kant, Locke and Smith. That would be the end of the world 
as we know it. 

“They Kant Be Serious!” spluttered the Daily Mail headline in its most 
McEnroe-ish tone. “PC students demand white philosophers including 
Plato and Descartes be dropped from university syllabus.” “Great 
thinkers too male and pale, students declare,” trumpeted the Times. The 
Telegraph, too, was outraged: “They are said to be the founding fathers of 
Western philosophy, whose ideas underpin civilized society. But students 
at a prestigious London university are demanding that figures such as 
Plato, Descartes and Immanuel Kant should be largely dropped from the 
curriculum because they are white” (Malik 2017).

What SOAS academics and students in fact argued was that Enlight-
enment thinkers had a highly restricted notion of freedom; freedom 
as “the property of propertied white men.” John Locke, for instance, 
“widely regarded as having provided the philosophical foundations of 
modern liberal conceptions of tolerance,” was “a shareholder in a slaving 
company.” Immanuel Kant, “often seen as the greatest of Enlightenment 
philosophers,” held a “belief in a racial hierarchy, insisting that ‘Humanity 
is at its greatest perfection in the race of the whites’ and that ‘the African 
and the Hindu appear to be incapable of moral maturity’” (Malik 2017). 
In other words, Enlightenment arguments about freedom and liberty 
were only for the superior, and it was this very philosophy that justified 
the colonial enterprises and the slave trade that were expanding precisely 
at the time when Enlightenment knowledge was produced and spread. 

This debate on the Enlightenment is very much relevant to the the-
oretical underpinning of this book: Who constructs China, how is it 
constructed and for what purpose? Who produces what knowledge for 
who to consume? The SOAS campaigners argue that Enlightenment 
thinkers such as Kant were racist and that the Eurocentric knowledge 
produced by them served the purpose of European colonialization and 
imperialism. 

If we just focus on Europe in and of itself at that time it is hard to 
repudiate the conclusion that the Enlightenment was transformative and 
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liberating in Europe, in that fundamental tradition, faith and authority 
were questioned. But the point is that one cannot focus on Europe 
in and of itself because the world was already global, and Europe was 
transformed in the process of transforming the Other: the Orientals and 
Africans. Therefore the knowledge of Enlightenment was constructed in 
the process of civilizing the Other while affirming Europe itself. There 
was an internal dynamic in Europe, but the dynamic process had an 
external dimension. 

This dynamic is expressed by the two streams of Enlightenment as 
discussed by Johnathon Israel (2001, 2006, 2011). The conservative 
stream, characterized by Eurocentrism and represented by Locke, Smith, 
Kant, Voltaire, Montesquieu and Hume, became the mainstream and 
serves the West’s national and even racial interest, whereas the radical 
stream, according to Israel, is all-embracing, the heart and soul of the 
Enlightenment from which the colonized and developing countries 
should draw their theoretical and philosophical inspiration. One could 
argue that the Enlightenment conceptual paradigm not only inspired 
the French Revolution and the American Revolution, but also Marxism, 
the May Fourth Movement in China and the rise of the Communist 
Party at the beginning of the twentieth century. However, it is the con-
servative thinkers that have been held high, especially in China (as I 
will demonstrate in later chapters), whereas the radical thinkers who 
provided the heart and soul of the Enlightenment, such as d’Holbach, 
Diderot, Condorcet and the Dutch philosopher Baruch Spinoza, are 
hardly known. Israel further argues that many radical enlighteners 
believed in anti-Christian naturalism, which had powerful roots in 
medieval Islamic philosophy and even had strong affinities with Chinese 
Confucianism. It was the radicals who were free of the Eurocentrism 
that marked the mainstream Enlightenment. According to this inter-
pretation, Marxism is somewhat in the middle between the conservative 
and radical Enlightenment: radical in its critique of imperialism and 
colonialism but conservative in assuming that Western capitalism was 
progress, even though it had left a trace of destruction on “mummy” 
societies like China (Lin Chun 2013).

some constructed truths about china

I have pointed to an apparent paradox or irony: the habitual, powerful 
and domineering knowledge produced in the West has been universalist, 
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for example in the truth of the Bible, and the universal value of human 
rights and globalism, such as free trade and the global flow of capital, 
now tends to be more nationalist, while the accused offender of nation-
alist China is seen to be a defender of globalism. Why has there been 
such a change in a matter of years? The transformation has in fact been 
taking place for years, but it takes hindsight to realize what has been 
happening in one’s life, as is always the case for mortal human beings. 
When wars to invade Iraq and Libya were launched, the West did not 
expect one of the consequences to be refugees flooding toward Europe. 
When neoliberalism triumphantly dominated the globe and when the 
Communist camp headed by the Soviet Union collapsed, it was not 
expected that the combination of global capital with competent cheap 
labor in China would compete with the West to the extent that the West 
would feel threatened. 

Such a transformation demands conceptual examination. The trans-
formation stops being paradoxical and ironic if we acknowledge that the 
knowledge produced by the domineering West is inherently incapable 
of explaining the process. The knowledge produced is ahistorical and 
historicist but not historical: the historicist and ahistorical truth is that 
history has to be the way that the West understands it: the Chinese 
government is illegitimate because the Chinese have been brainwashed 
and are without agency. 

There are several constructed “truths” in the prevalent knowledge 
of China, some related to political structure and some to economic 
development. These constructed truths are stumbling blocks to a more 
nuanced understanding of China. One truth, propagated recently 
by Ringen, emeritus professor at Oxford University, is that China is 
authoritarian at best and dictatorial at worst. Ringen is proud to be a 
non-China expert, because for him the conceptualization of dictatorship 
is not only necessary but sufficient to describe current China. Confident 
that he can get the knowledge of China right, Ringen, in the words of 
William H. Overholt (2017: 126), “chooses every number that makes 
China look bad and systematically excludes more important numbers 
that would provide a balanced perspective.” As pointed out by Overholt, 
Ringen merely picks a number but doesn’t relate it to other numbers. For 
instance, he claims that the housing price is very high in China, which is 
true, but he does not add that 80 to 90 percent of Chinese families own 
their homes—probably the highest percentage in the world (interest-
ingly some own more than one house largely because of the legacy left 
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from the Mao era). Ringen argues that education costs are high, which is 
again true, but he does not add that China is now almost totally literate, 
from a point of total illiteracy in 1949. He does not mention the United 
Nation statistics which shows that the status of women in China is far 
superior to most Asian countries, including India and Japan.

Another truth is that there cannot be proper or healthy economic 
development in a planned economy controlled by the government. It is 
worse when the economy is not helped by the West. According to this 
truth, the post-Mao economic take-off is a miracle. Otherwise how can 
one explain the fact that China, a country so poor and so unfree, can 
have developed its economy to such a scale in a matter of three decades? 

To say that economic development in post-Mao China is a miracle 
may just be a metaphor or a figure of speech, but to take this as it is 
and without further explanation in relation to the preceding years, i.e. 
economic development in the Mao era, is a biblical approach to history 
which is not only ahistorical but also historicist. If and when this histor-
icist and ahistorical knowledge of economic development is unpacked, 
criticism of Chinese nationalism is not only outdated but is national-
ist and may even be racist. If and when the historicist and ahistorical 
knowledge of political structure is unpacked, criticism of China’s human 
rights, undoubtedly in existence, is still the leftover from the Cold War 
for its deliberate negligence of the issues of socio-economic rights. 

In this connection, however, it is important to bear in mind the revealing 
insights developed in recent work by political economist Sean Starrs, 
quoted by Chomsky. By exploring some significant consequences of the 
neoliberal globalization of the world economy over the past generation, 
Starrs argues that corporate ownership of the world’s wealth is becoming 
a more realistic measure of global power than national wealth, as the 
world departs more than before from the model of nationally discrete 
political economies. The results of his investigations are quite striking. 
It turns out that in virtually every economic sector—manufacturing, 
finance, services, retail and others—US corporations are well in the lead 
in ownership of the global economy. Overall, their ownership is close to 
50 percent of the total, roughly the same maximum figure of estimated 
US national wealth in 1945 (Chomsky 2017).

Of all the truths about China the most fundamental theorem is the 
democracy thesis: welfare states are democratic states, whereas China 
is a power state that does not care about the people. Because India 
is declared the world’s largest democracy it is hard for the democracy 
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thesis believers to compare China with India. According to the UN 
Human Development Report 2015, quoted in Overholt (2017), infant 
mortality per 1,000 live births in China is 10.9 versus India at 41.4; 
child mortality per 1,000 in China is 12.7 versus India at 52.7; child 
malnutrition as a percentage of the population in China is 9.40 versus 
India at 22.7; and public expenditure as a percentage of gross domestic 
product (GDP) in China is 5.60 versus India at 4. But in the words 
of Overholt, “Ringen caricatures assumptions common in the Western 
literature on China: if only China would hold elections like India 
and the Philippines, its corruption would diminish, its growth would 
increase, its environmental problems would be minimal, and its people 
would obtain the welfare benefits they are denied by the extractive dic-
tatorship” (Overholt 2017: 128).

Another axiom of truth is that the Chinese are nationalists (Gries 
2004; Snelder 2014; Zhao Suisheng 2004; Callahan 2005; Wang Zheng 
2014). The Chinese Communists were nationalist fanatics against the 
West, or the Chinese government uses nationalism to sustain their power 
and to cover their illegitimacy and to divert domestic anger externally. A 
non-democratic government that is not elected by the Western model of 
one person one vote can only be nationalist, and is nationalist whatever 
it does to defend China’s national interest. In any case, there cannot be 
national interest for the Chinese people since they don’t own the state. 
Very few bother to look at findings that the Chinese young are actually 
becoming less nationalistic (Schrader 2017). 

An important and often taken-for-granted spin-off theorem of the 
democracies thesis is that a lack of democratic accountability breeds 
corruption (Pei Minxin 2016). The assumption is that only democratic 
institutions such as an independent judiciary and a free press can control 
corruption. As for the phenomenon of the revolving door channeling 
the in and out of politicians, intellectual elites, commercial companies 
and the industrial-military complex, corruptions in the so-called democ-
racies in countries like India and the Philippines, or corruption in the 
newly developed democracies in South Korea and Taiwan, and lack 
of prevalent corruptions in non-democracies such as Hong Kong and 
Singapore, are just inconvenient details that cannot be allowed to disturb 
the conceptual integrity of the democracy thesis. 

Finally, another truth often taken for granted about China is regarding 
personal struggles for power. Although it is fair to say that it is very hard 
and maybe too early to gauge what the Xi Jinping leadership is, there are 
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attempts to jump to the conclusion of personal power struggle regarding 
whatever Xi does (Lam 2015; Li Cheng 2016). Veteran China-watcher 
Andrew Nathan (2017), in his review of Li and Pei, states that: 

Li is right, however, along with other analysts like David Shambaugh, 
to point out that Xi is challenging the fragile norms of the system by 
arrogating so much power to himself. He has violated the principle 
of collective leadership by taking control of most of the leading small 
groups—such as those on foreign affairs, domestic security, finance 
and economics, and promoting reform—and by creating a person-
ality cult around himself under which he has been designated as the 
“core” of leadership. His anticorruption campaign has destroyed the 
networks of rivals like Bo Xilai, the former high-flying Party secretary 
of Chongqing, and Zhou Yongkang, the former security chief.

It is true that all politics involves power; but interpretations of Chinese 
politics based on personal power struggles fails to take into consider-
ation not only specific policies, but also historical contexts. For instance, 
one of the historical contexts is that the Chinese model of development 
of environmental destruction and increasing disparity has come to the 
point where it is no longer sustainable. There is a need for authority to 
tackle the issue. As an example of specific policies, the anti-corruption 
campaign has to claim victims in order to deter further deterioration. 
To implement such an anti-corruption campaign in such a historical 
context Xi has to have the authority, unless he, similarly to Gorbachev, 
allows the system to collapse. 

conclusion: the importance of  
conceptual frameworks

The above discussion indicates that apart from national and transna-
tional interest, research agendas and the production of knowledge—and 
therefore the construction of China—can also be framed by time- and 
space-specific conceptualizations of ourselves and of the world. In the 
process of constructing China, conceptual frameworks orientate one’s 
selection not only of research agendas but also of empirical data.

The rise and fall of a rebel group in the US, the Concerned Asian 
Scholars, represents the importance of conceptual frameworks. A group 
of American scholars in the late 1960s and early 1970s, inspired by the 
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revolutions in China including the CR, and disgusted by the conse-
quences of the Vietnam War, organized themselves into what were the 
Concerned Asian Scholars. As Fabio Lanza (2016) demonstrates, these 
rebel scholars took the Chinese to be subjects—not as objects of study to 
be civilized, but subjects not only of their own destiny but with ideas as 
human beings. The Concerned Asian Scholars argue that academics are 
also political beings and that no scholarship is neutral. It is their belief 
that all research ultimately reflects a political standpoint. The very fact 
of accepting neutrality is making a position of acknowledging the status 
quo of Western dominance. 

However, these rebels as a group did not have a conceptual framework 
to sustain themselves. They did not associate their critique of their 
teachers with a theory or with Marxism, which is the most likely 
candidate to frame their resistance against US imperialism. Even Noam 
Chomsky, one of the most articulate living intellectuals, who partici-
pated with the Concerned Asian Scholars, has no theoretical orientation 
except anarchism. Once the Vietnam War ended, and especially once 
the Chinese CR collapsed, with overwhelming evidence of victimization 
of the political and intellectual elite during the period, the American 
rebel group was disintegrated. Compassion becomes hatred for some, 
and any sympathy with China has become that of dissidents and human 
rights activists.



2
China, What China?

introduction

The historical entity with the referent “China” before the Republic of 
Revolution in 1911, was, like previous dynasties in China’s long history, 
not a nation state in the typical sense. The collapse of the Qing Dynasty 
in 1911 left the Republic of China (ROC) with a vast multinational 
territory, the government of which was weak amid warlordism, civil wars, 
Western and Russian colonial ambitions, and Japan’s brutal aggression 
and territorial occupation. More than a century later the Chinese are still 
struggling to come to terms with this historical baggage. As Esherick 
(2006: 229) points out, it is remarkable that of all the empires China is 
the only one that kept its territory intact, when the Qing Dynasty was 
transformed into the ROC in 1911, and with Mongolia and Taiwan 
excepted, with only 14 percent loss of territories (mostly Mongolian 
steppe) and 2 percent loss of population. One of the ironies, as observed 
by Escherick is that it was the foreign power’s ambition—like the 
Russian on Mongolia, the Japanese on Manchuria and the British on 
Tibet—that helped the Chinese keep the Qing Dynasty territory intact. 
As a result the Chinese were motivated not to have their own nation 
state but to have a multinational state. 

That is why there is an issue of what China is. What China is, is of 
course closely related to the issue of Chinese nationalism. This chapter 
attempts to unpack this historical baggage, in the process deconstructing 
the production of knowledge of what China is. 

The issue of what China is is very much related to the production 
and consumption of knowledge because different definitions lead to 
different knowledge of China. There might have been an imagined “civ-
ilization community” of China but there was not an imagined “nation 
state community” of China until the beginning of the twentieth century. 
This chapter will argue that neither the conceptualization of the nation 
state nor that of the civilization state is adequate in addressing the issue 
of what China is. China in terms of territory became bigger and bigger 
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over time, not because there were ethnic Chinese who invaded and 
expanded its empire, like the Romans or the Russians, but because it was 
invaded and conquered by its neighbors. Such was the case of the Yuan 
Dynasty as a result of the invasion from the Mongols, and the Qing 
Dynasty that was established by the invading Manchus. 

In Chapter 3, I will discuss historical evidence that the so-called 
“Chinese,” the Han Chinese, are a product of mutation and fusion of 
different tribes and ethnic peoples, even as early as xia shang zhou, the 
supposed early stages of the Hua Xia Chinese (people with elegant 
clothing and elaborate rituals). Just as there is no essentialist bloodline 
“Chinese” Chinese, there is no essentialist nationalist China. There had 
been invasions and conquests among and between the contiguous tribes 
throughout the formation of what is called China from the earliest 
recorded time, through the South-North Dynasties (Nanbei Chao 
c.420–589 ad), Five Dynasties and Ten Countries (Wudai Shiguo 
c.907–60), and the Northern Song (Bei Song 960–1127) to the Qing 
Dynasty. As Zhao Tingyang (2016) argues, China was a vortex that 
moved from the areas around the Yellow River of Henan, Shaanxi, 
Shanxi, Shandong and Hebei to areas around the Yangtze River of 
Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Hubei, Hunan, Anhui and Jiangxi, a vortex that 
drew in cultures and ethnic groups on its edge. Since the modern age, 
when there was imperial and colonial invasion from the Western nation 
states, China has been in a state of flux. Concepts from the Western 
discourse such as empire, union and commonwealth don’t fit in with a 
China that has come out of these historical circumstances. The Chinese 
concept of tianxia (Zhao Tingyang 2011) does not fit today’s China 
either, as tianxia takes the cultural value position of the civilized Chinese 
versus the barbarians. Modern China is the reverse: since the end of the 
nineteenth century, landmarked by the May Fourth Movement in 1919, 
the consensus among the Chinese political and intellectual elite has been 
and still is that Western cultural and political values are more civilized. 

chinese nationalism

A survey study on Chinese nationalism issues by Jackson S. Woods and 
Bruce J. Dickson (2017) shows that 

1.	 Nationalism does not boost government legitimacy: “key compo-
nents of regime legitimacy are not correlated with the victimization 
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narrative. Those who have prospered from the CCP’s economic 
reforms in the past and expect to continue to prosper in the future 
are no more likely to accept the CCP’s victimization narrative than 
those who have not prospered.” 

2.	 Patriotism education does not make the Chinese more nation-
alist: “younger people in urban China are less nationalistic than 
their elders.” Their research data indicate that it is not necessarily 
the case that the Han Chinese and the less educated are more 
nationalistic. All else being equal, Han males are no more likely 
to be either victims of nationalism or patriots than females, ethnic 
minorities or highly educated individuals.

3.	 The Han Chinese are no more nationalistic than other Chinese 
citizens.

4.	 The victimization narrative does not make the Chinese more 
anti-foreign, with the exception of Japan.

As discussed in Chapter 3, the Chinese conceptualization of civiliza-
tion versus barbarianism has never been ethnic or racist, nor religious. 
Nor is the Chinese conceptualization of what China is ethnic, racial or 
religious. Here lies the root of the problem of defining what Chinese 
nationalism is. How do you define Chinese nationalism when the entity 
referred to as China is not a nation state? The Nationalist leader Chiang 
Kai-shek attempted to solve this dilemma by claiming that the five 
then-recognized ethnic groups—Han, Hui, Mongolian, Manchu and 
Tibetan—were blood-related branches of the same lineage. The PRC, 
on the other hand, has been trying to build up a multinational state of 
56 nationalities, an attempt that has proved to be difficult. 

If Chinese nationalism is defined such that the Han Chinese want 
to have their own nation, then Chinese nationalism is a logical and 
self-evident definition. But this is not what appears to be happening. 
What seems to be happening and what is condemned or denounced as 
Chinese nationalism (Gries 2004; Leibold 2006) is that the supposedly 
Han Chinese want to claim all the other nationalities as part of China. 
Logically, there may be Tibetan nationalism, Manchu nationalism, 
Mongolian nationalism or Uyghur nationalism, or Taiwan or even Hong 
Kong nationalism, which may want to break away from what is called 
China. But the opposite is hard to define. If anything, there is Chinese 
multinationalism: the Han Chinese (accepting the current official cat-
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egorization) want a multinational and multicultural China; they want 
Taiwan, Hong Kong, Tibet and Xinjiang to be included. 

The dilemma of how to define and discuss Chinese nationalism is 
expressed by Cole’s assertion that Chinese nationalism is “civilizational” 
in that it relies on “bloodlines” and Confucian traditions. It has no 
borders, but it does have “a deep sense of victimhood that has in turn 
infused [its] nationalism with paranoia and xenophobia” (Cole 2017: 
126), a standard accusation of Chinese nationalism. This assertion is 
full of contradictions and confusions. First of all, if Chinese national-
ism is civilizational and therefore Confucian then it cannot consist of 
bloodlines. Secondly, if one supports democratic thesis like Taiwan inde-
pendence, as Cole apparently does, then one cannot state at the same 
time that the Chinese are xenophobic, since the Chinese not only don’t 
want to exclude the Taiwanese but they would love them to be part of 
the same country. 

A Chinese nationalism of paranoia and xenophobia out of a sense of 
victimhood makes sense only if that is defined as Chinese sentiments 
about what the Western powers and the Japanese had done to China in 
recent modern history. Are these sentiments reasonable or just paranoid? 
Anybody’s answer to this question depends not only on his or her geopo-
litical position but also on one’s knowledge of what China is. 

orientalism and geopolitics

For Fairbank, who is considered the Chinese studies doyen in the US, 
China was an empire, and it had only cultural nationalism but not political 
nationalism. Wang Hui, considered a leading scholar of the Chinese Left, 
questions such a characterization. Inspired by what is called the Japanese 
Kyoto School of historians such as Naito Conan and Miyazaki Ichisada, 
Wang Hui (2016) argues that the Chinese state was “quasi-modern” in 
pre-modern times because a bureaucratic state that functioned like a 
modern state was formed as early as the Qin and further developed in 
about the tenth century, long before the initial progress of nation states 
in the West in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Providing huge 
amounts of detail in his monumental four-volume Origin of Chinese 
Modern Thought, Wang argues that the early traditional Chinese state was 
“modern” in that there was effective governance of international trade, 
market economy and currency. It was already a “multinational state,” in 
which all those who were within the boundary were its “nationals.” For 
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the Kyoto School scholars the Japanese term for nationalism is 国民主
义 (state’s national ism or citizen ism), instead of the current term used 
in China which is 民族主义 (ethnicity ism). In other words, typical of 
Wang Hui, he argues that in understanding China we should transcend 
the Western dichotomy of empire and nation state. Traditional China 
should not be judged in Western terms to be either an empire (Anand 
2009) or a nation state. China was neither. But China did build a state 
machine in what can be considered ancient times. With the hindsight of 
US administrative failure during the “end of history,” inventive scholar 
Francis Fukuyama (2014) has come to the same view and argues that the 
Chinese built “the first modern state” as far back as the third century bc. 

Along these lines of argument, the Chinese terms of tianxia (all 
under heaven) and chaogong (paying tribute), were actually manufactured 
knowledge by the Chinese political and intellectual elite to validate the 
legitimacy of their rule. The tributary system was in practice a trade 
system (Kang 2010) and conceptualization of tianxia (Zhao Tingyang 
2011, 2016) was to justify the authority of the emperors, the sons of 
heaven. The Hua (people of elegant clothing and elaborate rituals) did 
think that they were civilized as opposed to the Yi (the people who 
did not wear elegant clothing and did not observe rituals). But the Hua 
and Yi referents could shift, and the Hua category could refer to any 
ethnic group who wore elegant clothing and observed rituals. Therefore 
who was civilized or barbarian was not ethnic or national. This can be 
seen in chuqiu fanlu—the Luxuriant Dew of Chunqiu—written by Dong 
Zhongshu.

“The imagined community” (Anderson 1991) is in many ways a 
dialog between the anthropological research and the Western concept of 
nation states, reflecting the Western colonialist creation of modern states 
in South Asia. But this Orientalist conceptualization cannot be applied 
to China, since China had strong multinational bureaucratic states in 
pre-modern times, with the plural “states” to indicate a long history 
of evolution. Wang Hui (2011a) further argues that modern Chinese 
nationalism was a form of Chinese resistance and struggle against 
Western imperialism and colonialism, including the resistance of the 
Tibetan people. European criteria that a nation state has to be a single 
ethnic group (Gellner 1983) and that the political and ethnic unit has 
to be one and the same cannot apply to China, since in China different 
ethnic groups have mixed and lived together side by side for a long time. 
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From this perspective one could argue that to accuse China of Chinese 
nationalism over Tibet is using Tibet as an object of European Orien-
talism that fits the US aim of geopolitics, just like the Nazi German 
Orientalism that considered Tibet as lost Christianity, or the origin 
of the Aryan race. This kind of construction of Tibet in relation to 
China is for geopolitical purposes and it is selective in its evidence. For 
instance, the Tibetan claim to Greater Tibet includes the Amdo and 
Kham areas, but the claimers do not point out that these areas have been 
under non-Tibetan administration for more than 700 years. On the one 
hand, the Tibetan exile government wants to include these Amdo and 
Kham areas as part of its Greater Tibet and therefore not part of China. 
On the other hand, it does not claim areas that now belong to Bhutan 
and Sikkim but were part of Tibet in the past (Wang Hui 2011b: 93). 
This kind of double standard is an indication that the Tibetan exile 
government has been used as a ploy in the knowledge of Orientalism 
and the chess game of contemporary geopolitics.

a multinational china in ancient times

As Johnson (2016) points out, in the West, the classics such as Homer’s 
epic and the Bible are considered as stories passed on orally where the 
written versions appeared only many years later. In other words, these 
classics cannot be viewed as literal records of history. In contrast, due to 
the uninterrupted and continuous use of characters as a written script, 
as evidenced in oracle bones, the Chinese seem to have written records 
about their history and culture from much earlier on. It is true that there 
have always been debates and questions about whether what had been 
written in Chinese classics were authentic records of history. During 
the early twentieth century, when forward-looking Chinese thinkers 
and intellectuals started to take up ideas from the West, they began to 
question traditional Chinese views of their history as recorded in these 
classics. Gu Jiegang is one of the revisionist Chinese historians who 
argues that the way in which the Chinese classics were passed on is the 
same as the way classics in the West were passed orally (Gu Jiegang 
1982). Therefore the Chinese classics may not be an authentic record of 
history. As Johnson points out, Gu Jiegang’s highly acclaimed position 
on Chinese historiography confirms the views of skeptical Western com-
mentators who doubt that classic Chinese texts are authentic records 
of ancient China. They tend to think that Chinese efforts to prove 
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their long and continuous history and culture is just Chinese cultural 
chauvinism ( Johnson 2016).

By the same token, there has been suspicion over the claim of the 
extent of ancient Chinese civilization. In mainstream Chinese historiog-
raphy, China as an entity had a vast territory from early on, from Beijing 
in the north to Guangdong in the south, and from coastal east to today’s 
Sichuan Province. Again, as Johnson points out, some Western scholars 
argue that the concept of China was meaningless pre-Qin. This is an 
argument I tend to agree with. However, my argument is not against the 
claim of classic Chinese records of cultural civilization but to deconstruct 
an ethnicity-based China. When the traditional Chinese historians 
claim the vast territories of China they are not talking about ethnicities, 
races or nationalities. Instead, they are talking about a Chinese cultural 
sphere. If we don’t have this specific point in mind, then the debate 
regarding Chinese historiography is at cross-purposes. The real debate 
is whether those different kingdoms had different cultures pre-Qin. Did 
the Kingdom of Chu, for instance, have its own culture that was not only 
unique but very different from the so-called Chinese culture?

As narrated by Johnson (2016), during the Beijing Olympics in 
2008, some antique smugglers got some bamboo slip manuscripts 
that had been stolen from ancient grave sites to Hong Kong. Nobody 
wanted to buy them, because something from the black market could 
not be openly validated to be authentic, until a former graduate from 
Tsinghua University (Beijing) bought them and then donated them to 
his Alma Mater. The 75-year-old Li Xueqin was appointed by Tsinghua 
University to lead a team to examine those bamboo slips. Carbon-14 tests 
confirmed that these slips were books written in about 300 bc ( Johnson 
2016). Bamboo slip books of this kind, and the Tsinghua bamboo slip 
manuscripts, are just the latest discovery, and are not the most ancient 
written records in China. The earliest written record appeared on oracle 
bones, most from the Shang Dynasty (c.1600–1050 bc). Writings on 
oracle bones provide evidence of significant understanding of ancient 
China, but these oracle bone writings do not represent systematic record 
keeping and they are hard to find. On the other hand, the bamboo slips 
threaded together by ropes to form volumes were already books that 
recorded Chinese history, legends and philosophical ideas. 

Liu Guozhong (2016) is one of the scholars who studied these bamboo 
slips: the findings confirm, at least partially, traditional Chinese histo-
riography. These texts confirm that what we know of Chinese culture 
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and civilization includes the territory of Chu, and that all thinkers of 
those kingdoms participated in their contribution to what is called 
Chinese civilization. So there was a large Chinese cultural sphere even 
when different kingdoms were in existence. 

These bamboo slip manuscripts should put an end to the debate over 
whether or not Chinese historical records were later reconstructions of 
oral histories. According to Allan (2015), those texts were written at 
the very beginning to record oral history, while works like Daodejing 
(the ancient book on Taoism) were written long before skeptics have 
suggested and were in fact very close to what traditional Chinese histo-
riography claims.

Those different kingdoms or different tribes might be of different eth-
nicities, but we don’t know because it was not the conceptual framework 
of Chinese historiography to look at the world in terms of ethnicity. 
The bamboo slip manuscripts provide evidence for the existence of an 
ancient multinational state, for which a series of serious concepts of how 
to run the state were proposed and debated. There were theories of mer-
itocracies (Bell 2015) advocated by the Mo School and the ideas of chan 
rang (to abdicate and to hand the crown to someone else) and rang xian 
(to give up one’s official position in favor of someone more worthy) were 
seriously debated and considered by various schools of philosophers 
for a form of state (Allan 2015), like the Confucian school of Mencius. 
Clearly in China then, there was a state: the conceptualization of which 
is beyond the dichotomy of empire and nation state. 

the taiwan issue

The Taiwan issue is a typical and classical example of how the con-
struction of China is on the one hand based on a fashionable theoretical 
paradigm and on the other motivated or/and supported by international 
geopolitics. Scholars, academics and think tank specialists approach the 
issue based on the assumptions of their national interests, but at the 
same time place themselves on the moral high ground, consolidated by 
a theoretical paradigm that appears to be universal, objective and even 
caring for the Other. In the case of Taiwan the theoretical paradigm 
is the now well-versed democracy thesis. This is a thesis that is used 
to justify aggression against what are sometimes called “failed states” 
and other times “rogue states” by “the international community,” which 
mostly produces knowledge and largely consumes knowledge.
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the democracy thesis and what china is

The democracy thesis is skillfully used by Lee Teng-hui, who is often 
referred to as the “father of Taiwan’s democracy” (Kastner 2011) and 
actually identifies himself as Japanese more than Chinese or Taiwanese 
(South China Morning Post 2015). In one of his books, originally 
published in 2014 in Japanese, Lee declares that the Diaoyutai Islands 
do not belong to Taiwan and that this is an unquestionable fact. Then 
in 2016, when the Democratic Progress Party leader Tsai Ing-wen 
was elected president, this book (Lee Teng-hui 2016) was released 
in a Chinese edition to make sure that Tsai understood the message 
given by the father of democracy, whose legacy Tsai benefits from. In 
responding to the assertion made by Lee in this publication the ROC 
government office issued a statement which declared that the ROC 
government had consistently asserted that the Diaoyutai Islands are an 
island group appertaining to Taiwan and “It is an indisputable fact that 
from the perspective of geography, geology, history and international law, 
the Diaoyutais are an inalienable part of ROC territory,” and that “no 
person or country can deny our nation’s sovereignty over the islands” 
(ROC Central News Agency 2016).

This statement was made in February 2016 when the government was 
still under Nationalist control and the “president-elect” Tsai Ing-wen was 
not yet in power. Still, after the Japanese Prime Minister Shinzō Abe 
met with US President Donald Trump at the White House on February 
11, 2017, and after Trump had agreed, in his telephone conversation 
with the Chinese leader Xi Jinping, to hold “the one China policy,” Tsai’s 
office issued an official statement that “The Diaoyutai Islands are part of 
our territory. This is the long-standing stance of the government and our 
position has not changed” (ROC Central News Agency 2017). 

It is worth pointing out a subtle difference between the two official 
statements by the ROC Central News Agency in the space of a year: the 
words “Diaoyutais are an inalienable part of ROC territory” are noticeably 
absent in the 2017 statement, which only says that “The Diaoyutai 
Islands are part of our territory.” But what is “our” if not the ROC, and 
why do the Taiwanese authorities want to avoid the use of ROC? The 
underlying message conveyed by the avoidance of “China” can be seen 
from the Chinese title of the translation of Lee Teng-hui’s Japanese book 
mentioned above: 余生：我的生命之旅与台湾民主之路 (Remaining 
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Life: My Life Journey and the Road of Taiwan’s Democracy). The message 
is: Taiwan is a democracy and China is not. Taiwan is not China. 

Even though the ROC is different from the PRC, the mention of 
China is an admittance of Taiwan being China. To accept even two 
Chinas would imply a final reunification, like East and West Germany, 
or North and South Korea. How does one make a Taiwanese identity 
that is different from China? Democracy. Taiwan is a vibrant democracy 
while China is a dictatorship. Moral support of a democratic Taiwan 
against an evil dictatorship is such a simple and beautiful theoretical and 
intellectual paradigm. The case of Taiwan shows that, after all, nation 
state is not about ethnicity or nation but about politics. 

The question “what is China?” gets more interesting if we consider 
another thorny issue of territorial dispute in the SCS. Even under Lee 
Teng-hui, the Taiwan authorities repeatedly stated that legally, histori-
cally, geographically or in reality, all of the SCS and Spratly Islands were 
Taiwan’s territory and under Taiwanese sovereignty. The claims made by 
the ROC and the PRC overlap and are more or less the same. In fact 
the PRC just inherited the claims made by the Nationalist government 
under Chiang Kai-shek who took the ROC to Taiwan after the defeat of 
his fight with the Communists in 1949. The Taiwan issue has too much 
to do with what China is.

taiwan and what china is

A very brief outline of the history of Taiwan is required here before I 
proceed. Taiwanese aborigines inhabited the island of Taiwan, previously 
known by Europeans as Formosa, as it was named by the Portuguese in 
the sixteenth century. Though there had been mainland Chinese fishing 
in surrounding areas like Penghu for centuries, it was only when the 
Dutch and Spanish colonized the island that it opened to mainland 
Chinese migrations. The island was then taken over by the Qing Dynasty, 
but was ceded to Japan in 1895 after the Chinese suffered a defeat in 
the Sino-Japanese War. After the collapse of the Qing government in 
1911, the ROC was established on the mainland in 1912. Following the 
Japanese surrender in 1945 at the end of World War II, the ROC took 
control of Taiwan. But the Chinese Civil War between the Nationalist 
ROC under Chiang Kai-shek and Communists under Mao Zedong led 
to ROC’s loss of the mainland and the flight of the ROC government to 
Taiwan in 1949. While in Taiwan, the ROC was protected by the US in 
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the context of the Cold War; it continued to claim to be the legitimate 
government of all of China. Again with the support of the US and its 
allies, the ROC continued to represent China at the United Nations 
until 1971, when the PRC assumed China’s seat, causing the ROC 
to lose its UN membership, one of the consequences of US President 
Nixon’s change of policy on China. From then on the PRC has consis-
tently claimed sovereignty over Taiwan, and refused diplomatic relations 
with any country that recognizes the ROC as a state. Most international 
organizations either refuse Taiwanese membership or allow it to partici-
pate only as a non-state actor. The most crucial party in the Taiwan issue 
is of course the US government, which has maintained an ambiguous 
“one China policy.” On the one hand, it officially acknowledges the fact 
that both sides of the Taiwan Straits hold that there is only one China 
and that Taiwan is part of China. On the other hand, it commits itself to 
the defense of Taiwan if the unification of the two sides is not peaceful.

Hence the Taiwan issue: it is not a country recognized unambigu-
ously by the international community, nor a territory run by the PRC. 
You could say there are two Chinas. But the PRC does not even want 
to accept that: there is only one China and Taiwan is just a province of 
China left “unliberated” because of the US intervention in the context 
of the Cold War. But PRC strategies on Taiwan have evolved: from the 
strategy of “liberation” in the Mao era, to peaceful unification under the 
formula of “one country two systems” (the Hong Kong model) under 
the leadership of Jiang Zemin, to the strategy of winning over Taiwan 
through economic development and trade between the two sides during 
the leadership of Hu Jintao. The PRC has changed from its position of 
the PRC as the government of “one China” to that of “one country two 
systems—virtually two governments.” All in all the PRC has shifted from 
its strategy of being offensive to that of being defensive and preventing 
Taiwan from becoming independent. For the PRC government and 
many people in mainland China, the Taiwan issue is still the unfinished 
business of a civil war, the progress of which was interrupted by the US. 
The starting point of the interruption was when the US moved its Fifth 
Fleet to the Taiwan Straits when the Korean War broke out in 1950, 
only one year after the PRC was established. Therefore, the PRC has 
threatened the use of military force in response to any formal declara-
tion of independence by Taiwan or if peaceful unification is no longer 
possible (NIDS 2017). 
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On the other hand, strategies taken by Taiwan have also evolved from 
the civil war, in rhetoric if not in reality, from the position of retaking the 
mainland and defeating the Communists under the leadership of Chiang 
Kai-shek, to that of maintaining and defending its own existence, to that 
of carving out a distinctive Taiwanese identity through the democracy 
thesis. However, even today Taiwan has not renounced its official 
position that there is one China and that Taiwan is the government of 
China which includes the mainland. With increasing domestic political 
division between the aspirations of eventual Chinese unification and 
Taiwanese independence, Taiwan has changed its strategy of being 
defensive to that of being offensive and aiming to win independence. 

This shows not only how complicated the Taiwan issue is, but also 
that what China is remains unsettled. Is mainland China part of the 
ROC, as the Nationalist government continues to claim, as the former 
president Ma Ying-jeou (2017) of the KMT background did? Should 
the solution be, as some suggest, to let the mainland be part of the ROC 
to solve the reunification problem? Or should there be a China that is 
neither PRC nor ROC, but unified under a different name? 

the us national interest regarding taiwan

The elephant in the room regarding the Taiwan issue is of course the 
US. When the PRC and the US started to talk about the establishment 
of a diplomatic relationship in 1972, the main stumbling block was the 
Taiwan issue. The final solution was the US’s acknowledgment of the 
status quo that both sides of the Taiwan Strait insisted that there was 
only one China and that Taiwan was part of China, and that the US 
would not challenge this status quo, with the condition that unification 
of the two sides had to be peaceful. China has been insisting from then 
on that any country that wants to establish a diplomatic relationship 
with China has to accept that there is only one China, that Taiwan is 
part of China and that only the PRC represents China.

Though many scholars in the US play with the universally acknowl-
edged knowledge of democracy thesis, a prestigious thesis with potential 
rewards for publication and grants, the potential damage to the US 
national interest by abandoning the one China policy (de facto if not 
de jure) is hard to fathom: so hard that many in the US political and 
intellectual elite call for caution, as demonstrated by the most recent rec-
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ommendation for a newly elected US president by a group of prominent 
US thinkers, discussed in Chapter 1:

In addressing these new challenges, the incoming administration 
should be mindful of lessons from the past. This is especially true 
of the sensitive question of Taiwan, where it would be exceedingly 
dangerous to unilaterally abandon our long-standing “One China 
policy”—an understanding that has served as the basis for the US 
relationship with China, helped protect Taiwan’s security, prosperity, 
and democracy, and preserve peace and stability in Asia for almost 
four decades. No national interest is furthered by abandoning or con-
ditioning this policy on other issues. To do so would very likely end 
up increasing Taiwan’s vulnerabilities destabilizing the Asia-Pacific 
region, and jeopardizing broad US interests. (Schell and Shirk et al. 
2017: executive summary, p. 1)

Quite likely some of the participants and writers of the group that 
produced this recommendation would accept or even advocate the 
democracy thesis. But the geopolitical reality is such that the perceived 
US national interest takes priority, at least for now in the case of the 
Taiwan issue. 

the hong kong issue 

In the final section of this chapter I am not going to do a rundown of the 
history of Hong Kong, as many readers will know about it or can look it 
up online. Instead, I want to discuss three issues in relation to the theme 
of this chapter regarding what China is. The first is why the Communist 
government did not just take over Hong Kong in 1949 when it had the 
chance. The second is how the democracy thesis was pushed in Hong 
Kong. The third is how the idea of Hong Kong localization has come 
about.

The PRC’s Letting of Hong Kong Be

Toward the end of the civil war between the People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) under Mao and the Nationalist army, the PLA could have taken 
over Hong Kong easily, though not without a fight if the British decided 
to defend its colony. Indeed, in subsequent years the PRC could have 
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taken over Hong Kong if it had wanted to, as it would have been very 
hard for the UK to defend Hong Kong under the circumstances. After 
all, post-Qing Dynasty Chinese governments never accepted the treaties 
by which Hong Kong was ceded to Britain, as they were considered 
“unequal,” signed under duress as a result of the infamous Opium Wars. 
At the very beginning, when the Communists started to establish the 
PRC, they were very uncertain themselves about what was in store for 
them internationally. They knew the main “enemy” was the US, and they 
wanted to ensure that they didn’t antagonize Britain in an attempt to 
neutralize, if not support, another important international player. As 
time went by—with the Cold War concretizing due to the Korean War, 
and China facing economic and technological sanctions from Western 
powers—the PRC found that Hong Kong was a good window for 
China to have some access to the West, in terms of trade, technology and 
even foreign currency exchange. It was by no means an accident that the 
first and most successful special economic zone developed in post-Mao 
China was the fishing village of Shenzhen, Hong Kong’s neighbor.

On top of that, by not taking over Hong Kong by force, China won a 
reputation for observing international treaties, one of which is that the 
99 years of the lease of what is called the New Territories would run out 
in 1997. When the British and the Chinese were discussing the handover 
of Hong Kong they were first talking about the New Territories. The 
Chinese needed only to state that even by the treaty the Chinese didn’t 
officially accept that the New Territories should be returned to China, 
and the British didn’t have a leg to stand on because without the New 
Territories the Hong Kong Island itself, which was ceded to Britain per-
manently according to the first Opium War treaty, could not function. 

The Democracy Thesis Played Out in Hong Kong

The British, and the West in general, seemed to have suddenly realized 
that Hong Kong was not a democracy after about 200 years of colonial 
rule. Impacted by the brutal 1989 Tiananmen crackdown, the issue of 
democracy in Hong Kong became a common call not just among the 
elite but also among many in the street. One has to remember that it was 
also around the time that the Berlin Wall fell, that the end of the Cold 
War was in sight, and that Francis Fukuyama was about to claim the 
“end of history.” Therefore the democracy thesis was highly fashionable 
and believable at that time. The Chinese and the British had reached 
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an agreement by which Hong Kong would formally be part of China 
but would keep its autonomy as a special region in which the governing 
system and way of life would remain the same. The Chinese central 
government would not even tax Hong Kong, and what it required was 
to keep the defense of Hong Kong under its wing, the arrangement of 
which included the stationing of the PLA in Hong Kong. In conclusion, 
the British would hand over Hong Kong to China and China promised 
to let Hong Kong keep its status quo in virtually everything. 

It was at this point that the last governor of Hong Kong, the char-
ismatic and powerful Chris Patten, rode high on the democracy thesis 
and started to change the status quo by introducing something like 
democratic elections (Maxwell 2014). Hence the see-saw games between 
the PRC and the British during the term of the last governor. Although 
the tension between China and the UK over Hong Kong faded after 
the departure of the last governor, the issue of colonial legacy has never 
been dealt with. Due to the constraints of the one country two system 
agreement, there was never a decolonization process in Hong Kong after 
the handover. A good example is the Hong Kong judicial system, in 
which most of the judges are British or foreign citizens (Yi Guoming 
2017). However, as Cheung (Alvin Y. H. Cheung 2017, personal com-
munication) points out, the current situation in Hong Kong is so unique 
that foreign citizens who have permanent residence status may be 
considered Hong Kong “nationals.” This is unusual because in theory 
the judges of a nation state should be citizens of that state. This is one 
of the reasons why it was raised as an issue in 2017 when a Hong Kong 
judge of British citizenship, David Dufton, sentenced seven Hong Kong 
policemen to two years in jail after they were convicted of being violent 
to democracy demonstrator Ken Tsang, the beating of whom was filmed 
by a local broadcaster TVB. 

One could argue that the sentence demonstrates Hong Kong’s judicial 
independence and the rule of law. But others would argue that the 
sentence was not only a double standard (Yi Guoming 2017) but delib-
erately political: Ken Tsang was also convicted of violence against the 
police, but the sentencing was very light. As pointed out by Gu Minkang, 
associate dean of the Law School at the Hong Kong City University, 
democracy activists like Huang Zhifeng ( Josh Wong) were also given 
very light sentencing on the basis that they had the well-intentioned 
motivation of pursuing freedom and democracy (Gu Minkang 2017). 
As Zheng Yongnian (2017) points out, even though Occupy Central 



china, what china?  .  49

(referring to the 2014 occupation of central Hong Kong for 79 days led 
by democracy activists—all three cases mentioned here are related to 
Occupy Central) was declared illegal by the Hong Kong government at 
that time, the activists still occupied the moral high ground by claiming 
to strive for democracy. According to this democracy thesis, police 
responsibility of maintaining law and order is interpreted as suppressing 
democracy and therefore their heavy-handedness was morally wrong.

Localization (Independence) of Hong Kong

After several years of peaceful coexistence between Hong Kong and 
the mainland, unexpected developments started to unravel all kinds of 
assumptions and accepted wisdom. One unexpected development is that 
China has moved quickly in economic growth, so much so that it has 
cast a shadow over Hong Kong’s past glory. For example, Hong Kong’s 
neighboring city, Shenzhen, was a fishing village a mere 40 years ago 
but has developed into a modern city, and by 1997 already had about 
2 percent of China’s share of GDP. Hong Kong, on the other hand, 
went downhill, from 1997 when its GDP was roughly 20 percent of 
China’s total GDP to a mere 2 percent by 2015. Another unexpected 
development is that in 2008 the Global Financial Crisis started to 
hit Hong Kong, and as a consequence inequality went up and living 
standards went down. Finally, the neoliberal expansion into China had 
an additional consequence in Hong Kong: the multimillionaires and 
multibillionaires, mostly the princelings, started to penetrate Hong 
Kong’s finance and real estate property, the latter development of which 
further pushed prices out of reach of local Hong Kongers. Under these 
circumstances, some angry Hong Kong young took up the conceptual 
paradigm of democracy against tyranny and unfreedom. Some even 
aroused anti-mainland Chinese sentiments by calling mainland Chinese 
tourists locusts. Lately some of these even call for independence or to 
get back to being British. One can hardly blame the Hong Kong fenqing 
(the angry young) given the fact that all the Chinese rich want is to 
get in bed with Hong Kong capitalists who do not have the slightest 
desire to deal with social issues. Even though those Hong Kongers who 
have anti-mainland Chinese sentiments are most likely the minority, the 
very fact that some of them started to take up the issue of different 
ethnicity is startling. The irony is that while the Chinese government, 
in order to honor the commitment of one country two systems has done 
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hardly anything to decolonize British rule, the democratic activists use 
the argument of “decolonization” to advocate democracy from China.

conclusion

In this chapter I have discussed the complex issues of why what China 
is remains a problem. What China is is not only an ethnic issue but a 
cultural issue. It is not only a national issue but a multinational issue; it 
is not only a nation state issue but a historical issue; it is not only a geo-
political issue but a conceptual paradigm issue. What China is depends 
not only on historical circumstances but also on current economic and 
political reality. Finally, what China is depends on how the production 
and consumption of knowledge are played out by “the international 
community,” that is, the dominant West. Knowledge of what is the 
truth or what is the right value by the Western knowledge manufac-
turer can help create new realities almost out of thin air. What China 
is regarding Tibet, Xinjiang, Taiwan and even Hong Kong is very much 
reliant on what kind of knowledge is produced and consumed inside and 
outside China.

The democracy thesis, as applied to Taiwan and Hong Kong, is 
generally accepted and promoted by both the Left and the Right in the 
West which has discursive power. But there are dissenting voices. As 
Amin (2013) points out, it is a challenge for the Western Left when the 
democracy thesis is employed by global capitalism to lecture developing 
countries for being nationalist. A blanket condemnation of nationalism 
on the part of China runs the risk of not only neglecting historical ter-
ritorial imperialism, but also the current economic global imperialism.



3
Chinese? Who are the Chinese?

introduction

A student who comes from the officially and internationally recognized 
territory of the PRC to Australia introduces himself as Chinese. When 
asked where in China he is from the student replies with the word 
“Tibet.” His newly acquainted Australian friends immediately correct 
him by saying “No, you are NOT Chinese! You are Tibetan.” After some 
further persuasion the student starts to introduce himself as Tibetan. 

This real story told by a colleague of mine illustrates the power of 
racial discourse. An average Westerner would be most likely to think 
that the student had been brainwashed by the Chinese.

The issue of who the Chinese are is very much related to the 
production and consumption of knowledge of China because it is about 
whom knowledge is constructed for. In this chapter, the issues of race, 
ethnicity and nationality as well as that of the so-called overseas Chinese 
will be addressed. The chapter aims to argue that Western concepts of 
race, ethnicity and nationality are inadequate in addressing the issue of 
who the Chinese are. The term Chinese is undefinable in that it is not 
an ethnic term, nor is it a definite term referring to the citizens of China. 

who are the chinese?

The term Chinese is at best ambiguous and at worst confusing. If the 
term Chinese refers to citizens or those who hold passports of the state 
of the PRC, then peoples of all ethnicities within this political boundary 
of the PRC should be referred to as “Chinese,” just as the peoples who 
have Australian citizenship or even permanent residence status, irrespec-
tive of ethnic or cultural backgrounds, are referred to as “Australians.” 
This is how the Chinese state would like to define the term Chinese: 
citizens of China, or in a less official term, zhongguo ren (China person). 
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In this political definition of Chinese, the Tibetans, Mongolians and all 
the officially recognized 56 ethnic groups are Chinese. 

However, under this broad umbrella term of Chinese, further ethnic 
labels can be and usually are applied to identify oneself or to differen-
tiate each other. A person of Tibetan ethnic background is labeled as 
a Tibetan person (xizang ren), a person of Manchurian background is 
called a Manzhou person (manzhou ren) and a person who is of Islamic 
background may be called Hui person (hui ren or huizu ren). For most 
readers in the West, and specifically those who are speakers of English, 
all these persons are Chinese, except the ones they don’t think they 
should be Chinese, like the Tibetans. 

The Tibetan case is special for many reasons. Apart from the fact 
that Tibetans have their own distinctive culture and religious tradition, 
Tibet is located on the south-west border of China. To some extent, 
the Mongolians and the Uyghurs are the same. “In English, we can 
write Han Chinese, but it is impossible to hyphenate other nationalities 
with Chinese. Mongol Chinese and Tibetan Chinese are impossibili-
ties” (Bulag 2002: 17, 18). Bulag seems to think that there is a natural 
property of Chineseness and that non-Han cannot be linked to the 
proper Chinese. 

What complicates the situation—and this is one of the reasons why 
who the Chinese are and what China is are such complex issues—is 
Tibet’s relationship with a multifaceted China. There has been a long 
history of interaction between the Tibetans and other ethnic groups, 
either in peace or in wars, with migrations from all sides to different 
locations, for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. Invasions and wars 
have been constant features in human history, leading not only to 
murder and plunder but also to integration, followed by occupations and 
conquests. For instance, Tibet is often portrayed as culturally and lin-
guistically homogenous, but according to Roche (2017), this is a myth. 
There are more than 60 minority languages currently spoken in Tibet. 
And they are neither Tibetan nor Chinese.

The back and forth aggressions and conquests between and among 
contiguous tribes or ethnic groups complicated the issues of ethnicity and 
national boundaries. For instance, the Mongols who invaded China also 
invaded Tibet in 1240. Tibet was incorporated into the Mongol Empire 
until 1354, as China was until 1368. The Mongol conquest of Tibet and 
China meant that both Tibet and China were parts of one country under 
what was called the Yuan Dynasty. When the Yuan Dynasty collapsed, 
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the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644) restored order in China, and what the 
relationship was between the Ming court and Tibet and whether or not 
Ming China had sovereignty over Tibet are issues that are still being 
debated by historians. Van Praag (1987) argues that even Chinese court 
historians viewed Tibet as an independent foreign tributary. However, 
Wang Jiawei and Nyima Gyaincain (Wang and Nyima 1997) argue 
that the assertions by van Praag are “fallacies.” Wang and Nyima argue 
that the Ming emperor sent edicts to Tibet twice in the second year of 
the Ming Dynasty and that Tibet was viewed as a significant region 
to pacify various Tibetan tribes. “Analysis of the relationship is further 
complicated by modern political conflicts and the application of West-
phalian sovereignty to a time when the concept did not exist.” 

In any case, history repeated itself: the Manchus from the north of 
China proper invaded China, and Tibet. Tibet was under Qing adminis-
trative rule (1720–1912), as was China from 1644 to 1912. Despite brief 
British invasions of Tibet (1903–4), Qing control of Tibet was reasserted. 
But after the collapse of the Qing Dynasty in 1911 and during the ROC 
(1912–49), Tibet won de facto independence while China did not have 
a strong central government—amid an era of warlords, civil war and 
World War II—with which to exercise control not only over Tibet but 
the whole country (though the Nationalist government under Chiang 
Kai-shek undoubtedly maintained China’s claim over Tibet). In 1951, 
Tibetan representatives participated in negotiations in Beijing with the 
then PRC government. This resulted in a Seventeen Point Agreement 
which enabled the PLA to “liberate” Tibet, and led to the formalizing of 
China’s sovereignty over Tibet, although the agreement was repudiated 
by the present Tibetan government in exile. 

This brief recount of the history of Tibet is an attempt to demon-
strate the difficulty of defining what a Chinese nation state is: a difficulty 
directly related to the struggle to define who the Chinese are. Even if 
we agree that in terms of ethnicity the Mongolians and Manchus were 
not “Chinese,” politically and geopolitically they were Chinese as they 
ruled China such that the Manchus eventually identified themselves as 
Chinese and even lost their own languages (Bell 2013). This is also an 
attempt to show that whether Tibetans are called Chinese is not just an 
ethnic issue but a political issue. The Tibetan issue is special not only 
because Tibetans are not “Chinese” Chinese, but also because it is not a 
simple instance of ethnic Chinese invading the Tibetans, or one where a 
Communist China invaded them either. 
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ethnicity, race and nationality

The majority of the population currently in the PRC, and indeed in 
Hong Kong and Taiwan, are called han ren (Han person). There are 
some commonly held assumptions about the Han Chinese. For instance, 
they are supposed to belong to one race, or one ethnicity, though the 
Chinese official terminology is nationality. They are supposed to be 
the real Chinese, the “Chinese” Chinese. The main reason for labeling 
these people together as Chinese is that they speak the so-called 
Chinese language. The second reason is that they are the people who 
are supposed to be the inheritors of the Chinese tradition, such as the 
Confucian doctrine of family and state, Chinese rituals and a belief 
system that combines three traditions: Confucianism, Daoism (Taoism) 
and Buddhism (Ge Zhaoguang 1998, 2006). 

However, to start with, even the linguistic criterion is very tenuous. In 
fact many of the so-called Hui persons who are categorized as Muslims 
do not speak their own language but a version of the so-called Chinese 
language, as do many Manchus and other nationalities. Second, the 
Chinese language has been officially identified as having eight to ten 
major dialects (Gao 2000), and the one that is used as lingua franca, 
more so now because of market economic penetration, is the Mandarin 
dialect. But the differences between, say, Mandarin and Cantonese are 
no less than the differences between, say, Italian and Spanish. In terms 
of speaking and listening, Cantonese and Mandarin, the so-called two 
dialects of Chinese, can easily be classified as two languages. My native 
language in Gao Village is different in accents from what is spoken 
in the country town Poyang about a hundred kilometers away, which 
is different from the dialect in a city called Jiujiang, which is in turn 
different from a dialect in the city of Jingdezhen (once the porcelain 
capital), which in turn is different from the dialect spoken in the capital 
city in Nanchang. This linguistic diversity is only within one province 
of Jiangxi. 

The one thing that holds the eight or so major dialects (and so many 
regional dialects) together is the written script (the han zi). Because 
the pictograms and ideograms, or the combination of them, instead 
of phonetic letters, have been kept to represent sounds and meanings, 
all dialects of the Chinese written language are non-alphabetic and 
therefore speakers of all dialects can share the same script. For this 
reason those who invented hanzi—the Han script—read and write them 
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are considered hanren, Han person. But how do we know what nation-
alities those who invented the Han script belong to? How do we know 
those people belong to the same ethnicity, let alone race? Indeed, how do 
we know who actually invented the characters?

The very term “han” is not a term of race, ethnicity or nationality, 
but a political-cultural construct. The Chinese were referred to as the 
Han people by the people outside China during the Han Dynasty when 
the Silk Road connected China with the other parts of the world (von 
Richthofen 1877–1912). The fact that the Han Dynasty was called 
“Han Dynasty” was a historical accident. Toward the end of the first 
Chinese empire, the Qin Dynasty, there were rebellions rising against 
the imperial court. Liu Bang was one of the rebel leaders, a warlord who 
pushed for the final collapse of the Qin Dynasty. He was claimed to be 
the King of Han zhong during the rebellion, a region around Han shui, 
the Han River, which is one of the largest branches of the Yangtze River. 
When Liu Bang finally defeated his strongest rival, the King of Chu, 
Xiang Yu (Farewell My Concubine directed by Chen Kaige is a title that 
alludes the character of Xiang Yu), he established what was to become 
one of the most powerful dynasties in Chinese history. He named it the 
Han Dynasty because before his final victory his military basis was built 
along the Han River. Hence the people within that dynasty were referred 
to as the Han people internationally. Obviously the term had nothing 
to do with ethnicity. As Gladney (1994) argues, the Han nationality is 
a modern invention, as a political project for the struggle of a Chinese 
nation state.

The term zhongguo (literally “central country”) is always translated 
as “the Middle Kingdom,” very often used to infer that the Chinese are 
Sino-centric. However, another term of translation is not only possible 
but also presents historical evidence that demonstrates the absence of 
conceptualization of race and ethnicity in traditional China. In one of 
the classics, Lie Zi (450–375 bc) describes people of different locations 
and ways of life as follows:

Persons of southern countries cut their hair and are naked, persons 
of north countries wrap up their hair and wear leather coats; the 
central countries persons wear hats and clothes. Because of different 
conditions persons of nine countries live different livelihoods: some 
plant, some fish, and some hunt. Just like wearing leather in winter 
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and silk in summer, taking a boat on water and a cart on land, ways of 
life are not learned but formed according to natural conditions. 

There are two important points to be noted here: (1) the differences 
between people in the north country, south country and central country 
just amount to clothing and how one gains a livelihood in accordance 
with the environmental conditions; and (2) zhongguo is only a term of 
location—the speaker talking about surrounding countries is always 
located in the center in terms of space, just like modern maps in that the 
country that is the topic is at the center. 

The elite Chinese usually claim that they are the direct descendants 
of Xia, Shang, Zhou people. But during the early stage of an evolving 
China there were tribes fighting against and interacting with each other. 
The formation of the Chinese writing system and cultural practice, and 
whatever came out of the long years of Xia, Shang and Zhou, were the 
products of these dynamic interactions involving all kinds of tribes and 
ethnic groups. The Xia period (c.2100–1600 bc) is supposedly to be 
where the earliest ancestors of the Chinese came from. But there is a 
no good record about Xia and there is hardly any direct evidence of 
its existence. Therefore it is not clear at all that the Xia people are the 
ancestors of what are later called the Han people. Though what is usually 
referred to as the Shang Dynasty (1600–1046 bc) and Zhou Dynasty 
(1046–356) was recorded extensively in writing, the issue of ethnicity 
has not been a prominent reference point. According to Xu Zhuoyun 
(1984 and 2009), the huaxia tribes interacted with tribes who were on 
the border of what was then central China throughout the Shang and 
Zhou periods. The tribal people from the east were called dong yi, from 
the west xi rong, south nan man, and north bei di. During the Chunqiu 
Zhanguo periods, (770–221 bc), the Qi, Chu, Yan, Han, Zhao, Wei and 
Qin kingdoms were fighting to rule the whole area of China and there 
is no way to distinguish ethnicity and race. China, in a word, has evolved 
and developed out of the mixing up of different ethnicities or tribal 
backgrounds (Zhao Tingyang 2016).

In the Chinese record of history there is a period recorded as wuhu-
luanhua (316–439): the rebellions of the five barbarian tribes xiongnu, 
xianbei, jie, qiang and di that disordered China. The disorder led to 
huge waves of migration from the north to the south as well as a huge 
reduction of population. The people who established the Liao Dynasty 
(937–1125) in the north were not supposed to be Chinese, but they 
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established their capital in what is now called Kaifeng, absorbed Con-
fucianism, built up Confucius temples, adopted Chinese administrative 
technology and even took up the Mandate of Heaven to justify their rule 
(Wang Ke 2012). 

What this means is that the chaos created a melting pot in which 
tribal people mixed with each other. As Huang (Huang Guangxue 1987) 
states correctly, the reason why there are so many Han Chinese is because 
they absorbed other ethnic groups. One emperor of the Tang Dynasty, 
for instance, in order to pacify one tribe graced his own family name Li 
to all the people in that tribe. And that is perhaps why there are so many 
Lis in China today. The Chinese are a fusion of different peoples. One 
good example of this fluidity and fusion is what happened to the qiang 
persons who lived in northern Sichuan. There had been contests between 
central China and Tibet over centuries, and qiang persons from this area 
have been stuck in-between and therefore changed their self-identity 
according to the geographical circumstances: they identified themselves 
as Chinese when the Chinese were stronger in the area and Tibetans 
when Tibet was stronger. 

As for the inventors or inheritors of the Chinese tradition and culture, 
again it is not just about the Han ethnic people. For example, the Sui 
Dynasty (581–618), during when the spectacular Grand Canal and the 
magnificent stone arch Zhaozhou Bridge were built, was argued by some 
to be ruled by people other than the Han Chinese. The first and the 
most successful emperor of Sui, Yang Jian, was most likely of a mixed 
ethnic background. The first emperor of the celebrated Tang Dynasty, 
Li Shimin, may have xianbei ancestry and the province of Shanxi where 
Li was born had already allocated to the xiongnu, the Chinese term for 
a nomad tribe that is sometimes referred to as the Huns, who had sur-
rendered to the central government. According to Chen Yinque (1997, 
2004), the founders of the most glorious dynasty in Chinese history, the 
Tang Dynasty, Li Yuan and Li Shimin, were not of the Han ethnicity. 
There is also evidence that Zhu Yuanzhang, the founder of the Ming 
Dynasty, was of the so-called Hui ethnicity. Even Qin Shihuang, the 
emperor who unified China the first time, was not of ethnic huaxia, 
the so-called first Han Chinese. The most well-known Chinese admiral, 
Zheng, was not a Han Chinese.

The splendid Chinese traditional literature, again, is not simply the 
result of the so-called Han Chinese writers alone. For instance, the 
celebrated Tang poet Li Bai was most likely not a Han person (Xinhua 
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Wang 2017). What was almost certain is that he was born in what 
was then called the Suiye Cheng, the town of Suyab in the present 
Kyrghyzstan (Fan 2002). Other well-known poets who contributed to 
the so-called cannons of Chinese literature such as Liu Yuxi and Bai 
Juyi were most likely descendants of tribe groups outside China proper 
(Hechune 2015). 

Some of the Qing Dynasty emperors for instance, whose ethnic back-
grounds were supposedly Manchurian, were very traditionally cultured 
in Chinese and their calligraphies and poems are considered among the 
best examples of Chinese cultural heritage. It was not that the Manchus 
did not want to protect their national distinctiveness. As Rigger (1996) 
argues, the Manchus struggled for the legitimacy of their rule over the 
whole of China by adopting the central Chinese government’s institu-
tional practices, while at the same time trying to maintain their cultural 
distinctiveness through freezing the Manchu frontier, banning inland 
Chinese migration even at the risk of economic stagnation. Rawski 
(1998) argues that the Qing fused the Chinese heartland and the Inner 
Asian borderlands into one empire of greater China. 

But the proposition that the Chinese are a fusion of different tribes and 
ethnicities (Gu Jiegang 1988), and that people other than the so-called 
Han contributed to the cultural tradition in Chinese history (as stated 
by Mao) is considered to be Sino-centralism. In her critique of what 
she considers Sino-centralism—an analysis that has gained momentum 
in recent years (Elliott 2001, Rhoads 2000, Hermann 2007, Crossley 
1999, Hostetler 2001 and Perdu 2005)—and following her Asian 
Studies Association of America Presidential speech “Re-envisioning the 
Qing: The Significance of the Qing Period in Chinese history” in 1996, 
Rawski rejects the “Sinicization” of the Qing Dynasty thesis advocated 
by Ping-ti Ho (1998) and argues that the Manchus became very good 
at Chinese tradition and culture not because they were Sinicized, but 
because they were pragmatic in using elements of Chinese cultural and 
traditional values to rule the Chinese more effectively. To shift the focus 
away from the so-called Sino-centered approach to a Manchu-centered 
approach is refreshing, and to argue that the Manchus wanted to preserve 
their own identity is probably valid. But this politically correct historical 
narrative needs to address the question of whether the Manchus, in 
trying to preserve their own identity while using elements of Chinese 
tradition and culture, were actually participating in the process of Sini-
cization: the creation of China. The Manchu-led Sinicization was so 
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penetrating that the Manchus more or less lost their own language by 
the time the Qing Dynasty collapsed in 1911, even though they were 
the “colonizers.” What is interesting is that when the Manchus were 
trying, with some success, to “civilize” the “peripheral” ethnic and tribal 
people in Sichuan and Yunnan, they did not use Manchurian, but the 
Chinese language and Chinese cultural and traditional values in their 
civilizing projects (Ge Zhaoguang 2006). This is in contrast to Western 
and especially anglophone colonizers, who came to dominate the world 
with their language, their culture and their values. 

Before the Manchus conquered China they referred to China as 
nikan gurun (the state of the Han people). But after their defeat of the 
Ming court, when they became the rulers of the country, they referred 
to China as dulimbai gurun (the central country). Zhao Gang is right 
when he says “the Qing legacy to modern China included not only just 
the country’s vast territory but also a new concept of China that laid the 
solid foundation for the rise of its national identity” (Zhao Gang 2006: 
4). The Peking Opera (Mackerras 1997) is now considered a quintessen-
tial part of traditional Chinese culture, but it was initiated and sponsored 
by the Manchu Dynasty court and developed by extracting different 
local opera traditions (Guo Jingrui 2002). Even the lingua franca of 
Mandarin is a name for how Chinese was spoken at court during the 
Qing Dynasty by the Manchurian Mandarin officials. 

Music, song and dance from other ethnic groups greatly influenced 
Chinese music in terms of instruments, like the pipa and huqin, and also 
in terms of form, like some cipaiming, the names of the tunes to which 
a ci poem is composed. Chinese ci poetry was mostly formed during 
the Sui-Tang period when different ethnic people were greatly mixed. 
Animals such as mules, clothes and footwear such as boots, woolen 
sweaters and qipao, and food such as that made of flour, watermelon, 
carrots, pomegranate and grapes were present and yet not of Chinese 
origin. 

In the Chinese historical record the “Chinese” Chinese are supposed 
to be the Hua Xia people, people of hua (elegant and pretty cloths) 
and xia (ritual and politeness), and they were supposed to be different 
from the Yi, Rong and Di who don’t have pretty clothing and had no 
behavioral rituals and therefore were “barbarians.” This kind of categori-
zation of the civilized as opposed to the barbarian does have derogative 
connotations, as is shown by the fact that some characters that have the 
animal radical as a component refer to “barbarian” people. However, this 
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categorization has nothing to do with skin color or intelligence or even 
blood. Instead, it is about customs and behavior. In other words, the 
racial or ethnic categorization as understood in the West is not a tradi-
tional discursive Chinese category. With the long history of interaction, 
persons of north, south, east, west and central countries became one and 
the same. Finally, even the pre-colonial categorization of tribal Chinese 
in the Chinese history record is a knowledge constructed by the elite. It 
is a constructed history with constructed categories.

the prc nationality identification project

The preceding discussion of historical evidence shows that the very 
definitions of ethnicity, race and nationality have to be questioned. 
In Chinese recorded history there is no such term as minzu, meaning 
“nationality” or ethnicity. The term was first used by Liang Qichao in 
1899 (Huang and Shi 2005), who was trying to make use of Western 
concepts to help the formation of a nation state in China. 

This effort of nation building had been continued not only by the 
Nationalists like Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek—which was why 
they were called the Nationalists—but also the so-called Communists. 
Upon the establishment of the PRC, the Chinese political and intel-
lectual elite had started what was called a nationality identification or 
designation (minzu shibie) project. The nationality identification project 
was a huge scholarly as well as political program, the consequences and 
validity (or even usefulness) of which is hotly debated today. Ma Rong 
(2012), who is a national minority, argues that China’s official designa-
tion and recognition of national minorities’ status is not good for China’s 
national unity, that nationality issues should be depoliticized and that 
China’s national minority policies are either wrong or outdated because 
they encourage and highlight ethnic diversities and differences. 

Why would a supposedly totalitarian, Communist government of the 
PRC launch a project that actually invented or reinvented ethnic differ-
ences? As already mentioned, the Nationalist leader Chiang Kai-shek 
only wanted to recognize five branches of “Chinese” of the same lineage. 

First let us briefly examine how the project was carried out. In 1953, 
when the first population census was carried out, respondents were asked 
to fill in their nationality status, not just to select one of a list of the 
designated categories but to choose a nationality—the so-called ming 
cong zhuren. The report in 1954 shows that more than 400 different 
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nationalities were named and self-identified, more than 260 in Yunnan 
alone. It was to deal with this issue that a large number of work teams 
consisting of linguists and anthropologists, such as the well-known Fei 
Xiaotong (Fei 1980), and government officials were sent all over the 
country to find out what the real ethnic situation was. This was the 
beginning of the hugely consequential minzu shibie project, a project of 
identifying, classifying and finally designating nationality titles. 

The criteria for nationality classification was supposedly guided by 
the Morganian/Stalinist definition: “a stable community with a common 
language, living in the same area, share the same style of economic 
life and have the same psychological composition” (Stalin 1934: 68). 
However, the Chinese reality made the identity process different. For 
instance, the Hui people are spread all over China and don’t have a 
common language. On the other hand, the tiny Jingpo of about 12,000 
residents speak two different languages. Furthermore, Stalin (Suny and 
Martin 2001), like Lenin (1913), thought nationalities became identi-
fiable through the process of capitalism, before the rise of which there 
were only tribes and clans. Mao, however, intervened by brushing aside 
this kind of “scientific” theory, and decided to label all the different iden-
tifiable groups as nationalities (Huang and Shi 2005). 

As of today the PRC has officially designated 56 nationalities in 
China. As the Han nationality is by far the largest in population, the 
remaining 55 groups are labeled national minorities, with the Jinuo 
nationality designated only in 1979. The PRC government has stopped 
considering further recognitions of new nationalities, though there are 
still around 20 identification applications pending. 

What was the political motivation behind this huge project? Intu-
itively, one would think that a non-democratic Communist country 
would suppress diversity and difference. Instead, the PRC government 
created and reinvented difference and diversity. Government-assigned 
scholars even invented written scripts for some of the designated nation-
alities for them to record their history and literature that had been passed 
on orally. But why? Thomas Mullaney (2011) thinks that the project was 
a Communist-era project to determine the precise ethno-national com-
position of China. This is an accurate but incomplete explanation, which 
I will explore further in what follows. 

A more fashionable and conceptually appealing postcolonialist 
explanation is that the Chinese nationality designation project was a 
“civilizing project” by the superior center to develop peripheral people. 
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The invention of ethnic identities therefore involves the distortion of the 
past, while the Han Chinese attempted to impose their values (Harrell 
1996). Harrell further argues that the Han Chinese “feminized” (the 
sexual metaphor), infantilized (the education metaphor) and primitiv-
ized (the historical metaphor) national minorities. Along similar lines, 
Gladney (2004) argues, just as the West has defined itself against ethnic 
Others, so too have the Chinese defined themselves against marginal-
ized groups in their own society. Taking on Said’s postcolonial critique 
of Eurocentrism in its construction of the Asian Other, Gladney 
employs Michael Hechter’s (1975) notion of “internal colonialism” to 
refer to national minorities as voiceless subaltern groups who have been 
subjected to various forms of Chinese domination. And the objectified 
portrayal of minority groups as exotic and erotic is for the construction 
of the “unmarked,” modern, civilized Han majority. 

In her review of Harrell, Schein astutely points out that in taking this 
approach of framing the Chinese as colonialists and imperialists in a 
civilizing discourse, many authors have relied on reasserting the superior 
authority of Western anthropological methods. Schein thinks that this 
method rests on the dubious premise that there is a space for science 
outside Orientalist discourse (Schein 1996). Gladney, however, does not 
frame the Chinese outside Orientalist discourse, but rather he stands 
Orientalist discourse on its head by asserting that in China “Minority is 
to the majority as female to male, as ‘Third World’ to ‘First’ and as the 
subjectivised is to the objectivised identity.” In other words, the Chinese 
are “oriental Orientalists” (Gladney 1994: 93). 

Whether the Han Chinese exercise internal colonialism and imperial-
ism, and whether the national minorities identification project feminized 
and infantilized the Other, are certainly debated issues. Sautman (2001, 
2006 and 2012) points out that Western colonialism almost wiped out 
the indigenous population in what is now the US and Australia, while 
indigenous populations like the Tibetans more than doubled in China. 
The Chinese nationality designation not only preserved the customs and 
ways of life for national minorities (though they are now under threat 
because of market capitalism), but also developed their language and 
even history and literature in written script. Affirmative policies have 
been designed for them: measures including lower entrance marks to 
enter higher education, permission to have more than one child per 
family whereas the Han could only have one, and a financial allowance 
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for Muslims who only eat beef—beef is more expensive than pork in 
China.

For many non-Han nationality people, the nationality designation 
project has been a source of good. In cities like Beijing and Shanghai, 
national minority persons such as Tibetans or Uyghurs may experience 
discrimination, just as a migrant worker from any part of rural China of 
another nationality would, but in their own hometowns, research shows 
that a national minority person is more likely to have a public sector 
job than a Han Chinese, average years of education are also higher than 
among Han workers in the region, and minorities do not suffer serious 
wage differences (Wu and Song 2014).

Scholars like Gladney do admit that there are affirmative policies 
toward national minorities, and that China does portray itself as a multi
national democratic state and claims that minorities have autonomy. 
However, Gladney asserts that this is “in name only, since the Chinese 
Constitution does not allow true geopolitical secession” (Gladney 1994: 
104). But multinationalism in China is not in name only: China not 
only recognizes but has also invented some nationalities. The fact that 
China does not allow true secession does not mean that there is no 
multinationalism and multiculturalism in China. These are really two 
different issues.

Gladney appears to indentify a political motivation behind the Chinese 
nationality designation project, stating that “The myth of democratic 
representation is critical to China’s construction of itself as a modern 
multinational state, distinguishing and distancing itself from the ancient 
feudal Chinese empires that did not allow for representation” (Gladney 
1994: 96). This is close to Chinese scholar Shi Lianzhu’s evaluation of 
the project. According to Shi (Shi Lianzhu 1989), there are two reasons 
behind the rationale for the project. The first was to politically unite all 
peoples, and to downgrade Han chauvinism demonstrated by the likes 
of Chiang Kai-shek, who in his book China’s Destiny declares that all 
the people are just lineages of the same blood heritage. For the PRC 
to recognize other nationalities is a step toward national equality. The 
second reason was to recognize the fact that people of all nationalities 
contributed to what is called China. However, there is a third reason that 
Shi does not explore, in the context of post-Mao China: the theory of 
class and class exploitation. When the national minority classification 
was designed, one of the guiding ideas was that people of all nationalities 
have no unresolvable conflicts because they are all oppressed. 
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The trouble is that some will never take what the Communist 
government says seriously and will always want to find the sinister 
elements behind their words. If we review the process we can see that 
there was nothing sinister behind the national minority designation 
project. There are three clear motivations behind it: (1) to find out the 
precise ethno-national composition of China (Mullaney 2011), (2) to 
promote national equality and economic development (Fei 1980) and 
(3) to establish national unity by proportional representation in the 
People’s Congress (Cang 2017). 

an attempt to build a modern  
and progressive state 

Guided by the Marxist idea of class and class struggle, the CCP under 
Mao believed that the main contradiction in any society is between 
the ruling and ruled classes, and therefore the contradictions between 
nationalities, though they exist, are secondary in nature. Furthermore, 
the theory of class led the CCP to believe that the ruling class would 
employ the contradictions among nationalities to divide and rule. 
Chiang Kai-shek’s attempt to define China’s national unity in his claim 
of China consisting of one Chinese lineage of five different branches 
was seen as typical Han chauvinism that suppresses national diversity 
and differences. In 1943, the already prominent CCP theoretician Chen 
Boda penned an op-ed to criticize Chiang’s China’s Destiny along similar 
lines (Chen 1943). By the same token, Mao, in his political report to 
the Seventh CCP National Congress in 1945 titled “On Coalition 
Government,” criticizes Chiang as a Han chauvinist. In his speech “On 
Ten Major Relationships” delivered in 1956 that was not published until 
1976, Mao (1976) lists the relationship between the Han Chinese and 
other national minorities as the sixth most important. Mao is against 
local nationalism (difang minzu zhuyi), but points out that China’s policy 
emphasis should be in opposition to Han chauvinism. Mao states that 
all the nationalities have made a contribution to the history of China 
and that the majority Han is in fact the result of a mixture of different 
nationalities. Mao admits that there have been conflicts between the 
Han and other minority nationalities who have been bullied by the Han, 
but for Mao the blame should be placed on the ruling class. Mao thinks 
that the relationships between the Russians and other nationalities in 
the Soviet Union are not as good as they should be and that the Chinese 
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government should, instead, sincerely assist minority nationalities with 
their economic and cultural development. In fact, as early as 1953, Mao 
(1977: 75–6) issued a severe criticism of Han chauvinism among the 
CCP party members, and instructed that all who are sent to work in 
minority nationality areas must not only understand the people in the 
region but also be sympathetic to them.

the common program

When Mao proclaimed his program of coalition government he was 
unsure that the CCP could win such an overwhelming victory as they 
did around four years later in 1949. By using the strategy of United Front, 
Mao and the CCP were still trying to win over small political parties and 
society organizations to fight the Nationalists. The narrative at that time 
was that the CCP would lead a coalition government with other parties, 
and the social program was what was called New Democratic Revolution. 
For this purpose a Common Program was drawn up in September 1949 
by the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Committee, of which 
Article 50 of the Common Program declared that all nationalities are 
equal, and that neither national chauvinism nor national discrimina-
tions was allowed in the new China. Article 51 declares that “Regional 
autonomy shall be exercised in areas where national minorities are con-
centrated and various kinds of autonomy organizations of the different 
nationalities shall be set up according to the size of the respective popu-
lations and regions. In places where different nationalities live together 
and in the autonomous areas of the national minorities, the different 
nationalities shall each have an appropriate number of representatives in 
the local organs of political power” (Li Xuan 2016). Beijing announced 
that the first People’s Congress would hold its first meeting in 1954, and 
that the Congress would give legitimacy to the state run by the CCP by 
approving the first constitution; it was required that all nationalities be 
proportionally represented at the Congress. It was this political rationale 
that led to the 1952 census, which further led to the rationale of nation-
ality classification and the designation project. 

overseas chinese

I have discussed how historical circumstances have made the term 
“Chinese” complex and undefinable, and how who the Chinese are is 



66  .  constructing china

constructed knowledge.* I have also discussed the contemporary state of 
affairs of China’s constructed multiculturalism and multinationalism. In 
this section I will discuss the constructed phenomenon of overseas Chi-
nese. Hoffman and See (2017) claim that more than ten million Chinese 
nationals currently live outside China. If the descendants of China’s his-
torical emigration waves are included, an estimated 40 million Chinese 
people currently live in 130 countries. In their view, Chinese immigrants 
tend to maintain their cultural identity and traditions more than other 
migrants. 

But who are they referring to when asserting that there are 40 million 
Chinese outside China? To conclude this chapter on deconstructing 
the term Chinese, I will demonstrate that the term “overseas Chinese” 
has two related referents—“sojourners” and “hauqiao”—how the term 
“overseas Chinese” was produced politically both inside and outside 
China, and how the term is used politically contemporarily.

The Colonial Manufacture of the Sojourner Discourse

Chinese migrants, especially Chinese from the south, be they Chinese 
who spoke Cantonese, or Hokkien, or Hakka, had been migrating to 
South East Asia for centuries (Skinner 1959, Chen 1923, Coppel 1982, 
Kuhn 2008, Wang Gungwu 1991). The Chinese not only played “a role 
in bringing Islam to Indonesia” but also “developed ports and city life 
and supply networks that attracted Muslim traders” (Taylor 2005: 160). 
But there was very little written about them. Only when the Europeans 
began to colonize did history “begin,” and that history included the 
discourse of the so-called sojourning overseas Chinese (Reid 1996). 

One of the consequences of Western colonialism is that it led not 
only to more Chinese migrants in the form of merchants to South East 
Asia as “coadjutors” (Kuhn 2008), who played a crucial role in facilitating 
European colonial governments, but also “coolie” Chinese migrants to 
the New World that was being colonized. In the process the discourse 
of sojourners has been constructed. The basic idea of the sojourner 
discourse is that the Chinese would not and should not be settlers in 
the New World. The Chinese did not want to take their families when 
they migrated; they sent money back to China; they did not want to 
contribute to the building of the new colonies; they were gamblers; 

*  Some of the information and discussion in this section is published in Gao (2017).
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they wore strange clothes. The Chinese were always Chinese and they 
had to go back to where they came from. They were, in the words of 
the celebrated Australian historian Geoffrey Blainey (1963), “birds of 
passage.”

The categorization of four patterns of Chinese migrants—huashang 
(merchants), huagong (coolies), huaqiao (sojourner Chinese) and huayi 
(descendants of ethnic Chinese growing up and living outside China) 
by Wang Gungwu, is actually rather confusing. The coolie pattern fails 
to make a difference between indentured laborers and gold diggers. 
In fact all the migrants referred to by the other three patterns can and 
very often are referred to as huaqiao (Chinese residing overseas), even 
though it has to be pointed out that Wang means this pattern to refer 
to the nineteenth-century peasantry migration. Sojourner cannot be a 
pattern by itself because both coolies and merchants may sojourn or 
settle depending on personal and socio-economic circumstances. The 
term huaqiao is ideologically controversial (Wang 1991: 8–9) precisely 
because sojourning characteristics are attributed to it. Wang not only 
agrees with this kind of characterization but also has a cultural perspec-
tive on the sojourning behavior as a product of “Confucian rhetoric” 
(Wang 2003: 8). 

Wang and Ang—a prominent cultural studies scholar—both have 
the so-called Chinese ethnic background, and have played into racial 
politics without perhaps realizing it. Wang argues that the term had 
become a major source of suspicion that the Chinese minorities could 
never feel loyalty toward their host nations (Wang 1999). Ang deals with 
the same issue by suggesting that “This ideological China-centeredness 
and obsession with Chineseness helped fuel anti-Chinese suspicion 
and discrimination in foreign lands, whether in South-East Asia or in 
European immigrant societies such as Australia and the United States” 
(Ang 2001: 82). 

The Chineseness and China-centeredness argument is based on 
evidence that the Chinese tended to stick together and wanted to 
maintain the Chinese way of life. But there is nothing Chinese about 
it: the first generation of migrants of any group of the same background 
tend to stick together. What made the Chinese inclined to stick together 
particularly was that, as the case of a Chung family in Tasmania (Wu and 
Gao 2005) shows, economic circumstances (family and lineage sponsor-
ship) were such that a group of Chinese in one particular location tended 
to be of the same extended family or lineage. 
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As migrants from China they certainly wished that China was strong 
and respected: “A stronger China was expected to enhance the status of 
ethnic Chinese communities abroad, and could be expected to support 
their interests in confrontations with the colonial states” (Douw 1999: 
29). Not surprisingly most migrants of Chinese background would have 
pro-China sentiments. This was nothing culturally or racially Chinese. 
The fact that the European migrants did not appear to be defensive of 
their countries of origins had nothing to do with their racial characters 
but more to do with the fact as colonialists they were the masters of the 
New “discovered” World. 

Williams (1999) is right in arguing that Chinese traditional ideas 
and practice of family, extended families and clans are important 
factors in making the Chinese a well-organized and close community 
of hard-working men. But these were only enabling factors that had 
more to do with their sense of self-protection rather than Chineseness 
or China-centeredness. The knowledge that Chinese migrants were 
sojourners was produced to serve the political purposes of Western 
colonialism, to exploit coolie labor when slavery was to be abolished 
and to justify white colonialist discrimination and their exclusion of the 
Chinese as settlers. 

The Chinese Manufacture of the Nationalist Discourse 

The Chinese term huaqiao (overseas Chinese) is puzzling in that even 
second, third or later generations of Chinese emigrants who might have 
nothing to do with China except their ancestry are called huaqiao. It is 
particularly puzzling if we consider that fact that emigrants of European 
countries are not called ouqiao (overseas Europeans), or yingqinao and 
deqiao (overseas English, overseas German). The reason behind this 
puzzle has to be found in European and especially British imperialism 
and colonialism. The British and the Europeans would march into a 
territorial space to claim ownership, to settle it as home. They did not 
consider themselves to be overseas. 

But why do the Chinese also want to call themselves huaqiao (overseas 
Chinese)? In fact, the Chinese state of imperial China forbade Chinese 
migration overseas and did not stop condemning emigrants as “traitors” 
until the 1870s (Hoexter 1976). The Qing government (the rulers of 
which were not supposed to be Chinese “Chinese”) at one point went 
as far as issuing an edict stating that to leave China was an offense 
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punishable by death. But toward the end of the nineteenth century 
the Chinese state started to tap overseas Chinese as a fruitful source of 
loyalty (McKewon 1999). In 1909 the Chinese state of the rapidly dying 
Qing Empire even claimed ius sanguinis for all migrants from China and 
their descendants in its Nationality Law (Douw 1999). 

The irony is that while the dying Qing government was trying to 
tap into overseas Chinese loyalty, the republican activist Sun Yat-sen, a 
huaqiao himself, played the ethnic Han Chinese card to arouse nation-
alism against the supposedly ethnic Manchu Qing government. Sun 
therefore played a very important role in constructing the huaqiao 
discourse when traveling to collect donations from overseas Chinese 
communities for a republican revolution that aimed to overthrow the 
Manchu rulers whom he did not consider Chinese. 

The huaqiao narrative was not an ideology of Chinese-centeredness 
but an elite call for nationalism in response to Western/Japanese colo-
nialism. The authoritative dictionary ci yuan (Origin of Words) published 
in 1908 did not even include huaqiao as a word (Hsu 2000: 314). It was 
only when the Western powers started to carve up China and when 
the Chinese Nationalists started China’s nation building that the term 
huaqiao began to be widely used. 

The construction of the term took another twist after the CCP defeated 
the Nationalist government that fled to Taiwan in 1949. This twist is 
expressed by how the term huaqiao is defined in ci hai (Sea of Words), 
another authoritative dictionary that was published in 1979: Chinese 
citizens residing overseas. The referent does not include citizens of other 
countries who are of Chinese ethnic origin. This reflects the fact that 
the PRC decided on a policy of encouraging overseas Chinese to adopt 
local citizenship, as explicitly expressed by China at the 1955 Bandung 
Conference. This is consistent with the PRC policy of not accepting 
dual citizenship, a policy designed to alleviate the anti-Communist fear 
that flared up due to Cold War propaganda outside China. The “reds 
under the bed” campaign underlined by the sojourner discourse was used 
to justify, for example, the killing of many Indonesians of supposedly 
Chinese ethnic background following the 1965 coup. 

the use of overseas chinese  
for contemporary politics

Using the term “overseas Chinese” for political purposes has been a 
continuous practice by Chinese and Western governments, media 
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and scholarship. The utility of the Chinese exploitation of the term 
is almost self-evident: not only is it politically expedient, as a way of 
enhancing governing legitimacy (Sow 2013 and Ong 2004), but it is 
also economically rational. To tap into the capital, and the professional 
and managerial expertise from overseas Chinese communities is both 
efficient and effective because of the commonality of cultural under-
standing and the ease of communication. Again this is not uniquely 
Chinese. Nobody is surprised, for instance, that the UK and USA have 
what is called a “special relationship.” Nor is it a coincidence that both 
Australia and the UK were close allies of the US in the latter’s aggression 
in Iraq. The spy network, the so-called “Five Eyes Alliances,” is in many 
ways a rational product of the common British cultural and linguistic 
heritage (Friedersdorf 2013). Therefore it is not surprising that the 
current Chinese government also wants to exploit the resources of the 
overseas Chinese, as demonstrated by Xi Jinping who states that “In the 
best of Chinese traditions, generations of overseas Chinese never forget 
their home country, their origins, or the blood of the Chinese nation 
flowing in their veins” (Xi 2014: 69).

Not without reason, the term “greater China” has come to gain 
currency (Harding 1993, Callahan 2004), as a result of the fact that the 
nation state of China is still not a finite entity and that the PRC has 
successfully made use of resources from people of Chinese ethnic origin 
from other countries and regions. The Chinese nation state is still not a 
finite entity because, though the two former colonies Hong Kong and 
Macau have been handed over to the PRC, they remain autonomous 
from the PRC. There are still two governments between the Taiwan 
Straits, the PRC’s and the ROC. The economic rise of the PRC, with 
significant contributions from the Chinese people in Hong Kong and 
Taiwan, among others, has given rise to anxiety all over the world, but it 
is especially felt by the West, as its global dominance may be threatened. 
Under these circumstances the term “overseas Chinese” is often used for 
political purposes. 

Gonzalez-Vicente (2016), for example, accuses the Chinese 
government of exercising “racial sovereignty” in espousing notions such 
as that of a “Greater China,” and ideas of a cultural and diasporic identity 
that ostensibly dissociate the nation from territory. Gonzalez-Vicente 
uses three examples to illustrate his accusation: the abduction in Hong 
Kong of book publishers critical of the Chinese government; the extra-
dition of Taiwanese citizens from Kenya to China; and the Chinese 
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government’s claim to protect Malaysian citizens of Chinese descent. 
According to Gonzalez-Vicente, the book publishers—Gui Minhai 
(a Swedish citizen) and Lee Bo (a British citizen)—were kidnapped 
by the Chinese government. Because of the lack of transparency and 
suppression of press freedom in the PRC it is not clear what the real cir-
cumstances were. Whether these were acts of thuggery by local security 
officers we don’t know. But it is far-fetched to use this as an example of 
racial sovereignty, since the Chinese authorities had problems with these 
two operating in Hong Kong, which is part of China. The situation was 
complicated by three facts: (1) residents in Hong Kong don’t actually 
have a PRC passport, (2) they have Hong Kong resident status and (3) 
the PRC does not accept dual citizenship. From the perspective of the 
PRC authorities, once you have Hong Kong resident status you are a 
Chinese citizen. 

The PRC government also accepted the deportation of eight 
Taiwanese citizens from Kenya following a case of phone fraud in early 
2016. Again this issue is not as simple as the PRC exercising its power 
extra-territorially. The Kenyan government only recognizes the PRC 
as a sovereign China and therefore it was diplomatically appropriate to 
hand over the Taiwanese to its diplomatic counterpart the PRC, since 
Taiwan is officially part of China for diplomatic purposes. If the Kenyan 
government decided to hand the detainees to Taiwan there would be 
nothing that the PRC could do. When the Kenyan government handed 
over a “gift” the PRC was ready to make use of this opportunity to 
enhance its claim over Taiwan. It had nothing to do with race, nor was 
it extra-territorial.

According to Gonzalez-Vicente, the declarations of China’s 
ambassador in Malaysia, Huang Huikang, responding to anti-Chinese 
protests in Kuala Lumpur’s Chinatown that China would not “sit by 
idly” if the rights of ethnic Chinese were to be violated is a more explicit 
discourse of extra-territorial sovereignty. It is true that most inhabi-
tants of Chinatown are today Malaysian citizens. Given the history 
and evidence of how the so-called overseas Chinese were, have been 
and still are discriminated in some South East Asian countries, this 
warning might be useful for keeping peace and justice. It is hypocritical 
for Gonzalez-Vicente to claim that the ethnic Chinese in South East 
Asia are imagined as huaqiao, as part of China’s diasporic nation and 
as “bridges” (this use of qiao confuses two different words: one qiao for 
residing and one qiao for bridge) to assist with the country’s economic 
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and civilizational ambitions while failing to condemn or even mention 
the history of brutality toward these people.

This is a standard political construction and use of the term “overseas 
Chinese” by Western governments, media and scholars. When there is a 
need for discrimination they single out these people as overseas Chinese. 
These so-called overseas Chinese are Malaysians and Indonesians, and 
many of them are locals of many generations, some of whom have even 
abandoned their Chinese names. But they are still being discriminated 
against as “Chinese,” following the “yellow peril” attitude in white 
colonies or the “reds under the bed” outlook in the non-Communist 
camp during the Cold War. However, when it is politically expedient 
they are not considered to be overseas Chinese or even Chinese: the 
Hong Kongers and Taiwanese are not Chinese in these circumstances: 
rather they are people of an independent country.



4
Intellectual Poverty of the  

Chinese Neo-Enlightenment

introduction

Since the May Fourth Movement in 1919, the condemnation of 
Chinese traditions or values has been a dominating trend in China. The 
construction of China as backward and uncivilized underlines what 
Chow calls the King Kong syndrome: China as a spectacular primitive 
monster whose despotism necessitates the salvation of its people by 
outsiders (Chow 1998). China needs cultural and value enlightenment 
(qimeng) from the more advanced and civilized West. The battle cry of 
this qimeng was that Western civilization of democracy and science was 
urgently required to enlighten the backward and uncivilized Chinese. 
For a brief period, roughly during the first 30 years of the PRC, the 
socialism-to-communism narrative looked like an answer to the question 
of qimeng. Although dangerously challenged during a few months in 
1957, the 1949 Revolution narrative remained dominant in the Mao era 
until the end of the CR.

The increasing critique and condemnation of the Mao era in the 
1980s was underpinned by the reignition of qimeng, and this was called 
xin qimeng (neo-enlightenment). Xin qimeng argues that the 1949 
Revolution kidnapped the called-for enlightenment and therefore it has 
to be picked up again. The conceptualization of xin qimeng was crudely 
but brilliantly narrated by the phenomenal documentary He Shang (The 
River Elegy). Although xin qimeng suffered some setbacks as a result 
of the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown it remains a significant conceptu-
alization that not only justifies but also conceptualizes China’s rapid 
development into market capitalism.

denunciation of mao and farewell to revolution

Although publicly and officially Mao is not totally denounced, and 
although Mao’s portrait still hangs on the gate of Tiananmen and his body 
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still lies in state at the memorial hall in the middle of Tiananmen Square, 
a systematic dismantling of the ideas of Mao and Mao era policies has 
been taking place for decades. The unofficial verdict has been that Mao 
achieved nothing positive since 1957 when the Anti-Rightist Movement 
started. This is the well-known late Mao thesis propagated for instance 
by people like Li Rui (1999). In the West the onslaught against Mao 
has gone even further. Through publications such as memoirs, biogra-
phies and popular media, Mao is portrayed as “a murderer, a torturer, 
an untalented orator, a lecher, a destroyer of culture, an opium profiteer, 
and a liar” in the words of Chang and Halliday (2005: 121). The Mao 
era was a period of political repression and economic disaster. The CR 
was a holocaust, the darkest age in Chinese history, producing ten years 
of calamities. 

The Chinese neo-enlightenment intelligentsia have caricatured Mao 
as one of the emperors in the long stagnant history of China, as if the 1949 
Revolution did not take place, as if the idea of the French Revolution, 
the ideas of Marx and socialism and mass struggle against injustice and 
oppression all over the world, had never been around and were unrelated 
to China. Gao Hua, a prominent Mao historian, for instance, asserts 
that there is a “Mao way of thinking” that can be summarized as: (1) 
others cannot be trusted; (2) any means to fight your enemy is justifiable; 
(3) struggle is absolute, everything consists of the two opposites and 
everything is either black or white; and (4) violent action is the preferable 
option. For Mao, according to Gao Hua, one is judged by whether one 
wins, and the winner possesses morality. Gao Hua further asserts that 
the “Mao way of thinking” is essentially a local Chinese product, grown 
out of China’s vast fertile soil. The Mao way of thinking originated from 
ancient ruling techniques based on empiricism but is expressed in folk 
language and is the accumulated residue of grass-root rebellion culture 
and rogue elements in society (Gao Hua 2008).

Gao Hua’s pronouncements of the Mao way of thinking are based 
on the Chinese neo-enlightenment narrative in a number of important 
ways. First, they blame Chinese tradition for what is supposedly wrong 
with Mao, just like the May Fourth Movement blames tradition for what 
is wrong with China. Second, they are elitist in their contempt toward 
the lower-class Chinese by treating them as rogue elements. Third, they 
deny the socio-economic class nature of the Chinese society. Fourth, 
it avoids any mention of Marxist-Leninist influence on the Chinese 
Revolution. 
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Jin Guantao, a very articulate member  of the neo-enlightenment 
intelligentsia, claims that in China the 1980s was the second age of 
enlightenment, which picked up the ideas of the May Fourth New 
Culture Movement (Du Guang 2007). Du Guang states that during the 
time, democracy and despotism fought bare-handed: light and darkness 
clashed violently. To some Chinese xin qimeng intelligentsia, the funda-
mental way of enlightening the Chinese, i.e. to change their mentality, 
is to convert them to Christianity. For them it is Christianity that made 
Westerners individualistic, and taught them to care about human rights. 
Liu Xiaofeng laments that the greatest mistake of the May Fourth 
Movement was its failure to make China adopt Christianity. Liu thinks 
Christianity can save China (Du Guang 2007, Lü Xinyu 2009). Liu 
Xiaofeng himself would consider his position on Christianity with 
regard to China as consistent with the enlightenment tradition. But as 
Lü Xinyu points out, Liu is in fact anti-enlightenment (Lü Xinyu 2009), 
because to revert to religion is anything but the spirit of the European 
Enlightenment.

The essential argument of the Chinse neo-enlightenment in the 1980s 
is more sophisticatedly expressed by Li Zehou, who uses the term “the 
duet of enlightenment and salvation,” to argue that national salvation 
hijacked enlightenment. Li thinks that the enlightenment thinking of the 
Chinese May Fourth Movement was passionate but not rational enough. 
Rationality is what China needs, and that is why the neo-enlightenment 
should not accept postmodernist Foucault, as Foucault is against ratio-
nalism (Du Guang 2007). Li and his neo-enlightenment colleagues fail 
to realize that Western Enlightenment’s stress on rationalism was based 
on its criticism of what was considered irrational religion. When ratio-
nalism translates as lixing in Chinese it does not imply any background 
of secularism against religion. But from the point of view of some 
European Enlightenment thinkers at that time, Confucianism and the 
Chinese tradition looked very rational as Confucianism is rooted in 
non-religious pragmatism. 

The Chinese condemnation of Mao has been warmly received outside 
China and is interpreted as “the Chinese are now telling the truth.” In 
the global intellectual climate of the late 1980s it was easy to ignore 
the accomplishments of the Chinese during Mao era, such as land 
reform, the dramatic rise of life expectancy of a vast number of ordinary 
people, the impressive rise in the literacy rate, the celebrated liberation 
of women and a sound foundation for modern industry and agriculture. 
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Instead, one is constantly urged to think about the debris, the ruins, 
and the cruelty and violence that the Revolution caused on the way. 
Therefore, ever since the fall of the Berlin Wall it has been fashionable 
to produce, and easy to sell, anti-Maoism in the “Western” market. The 
China-made onslaught of Mao the person, Mao’s ideas, and indeed the 
Mao era from 1949 to 1978 has its exported version in the West. Two 
primary examples of these products are Doctor Li Zhisuis’ Private Life 
of Chairman Mao (1994) and Chang and Halliday’s Mao the Unknown 
Story (2005). 

Publications that included condemnations of Mao from “insiders” 
such as Li Rui (1994, 1999) and Li Shenzhi (2000) were very popular. Li 
Shenzhi, who served as vice president of the Chinese Academy of Social 
Sciences and the first president of the Chinese Association of American 
Studies, and who is considered the godfather of Chinese “liberalism” 
by many Chinese neo-enlightenment intelligentsia, asserted that Mao 
was a bandit, warlord and tyrant and that China had to change, either 
through peaceful evolution or violent revolution. Li also declared that if 
China wanted to modernize it had to follow the US and be prepared to 
be “the grandson” (Zhang Deqin 2006). 

The political agenda of the Chinese neo-enlightenment was to bid 
farewell to revolution: not only the 1949 Chinese Revolution but all rev-
olutions including the French Revolution, while ignoring the fact that 
the French Revolution was one brainchild of the European Enlighten-
ment. One of the neo-enlightenment heavyweights, Liu Zaifu, argues 
that the May Fourth Movement was a cultural movement to develop 
individualism. To him, the 1949 Revolution liquidated individual per-
sonality and only in the 1980s did individual personality start to wake up 
again (Liu Zaifu 1985–6). Liu argues that the May Fourth Movement 
drove away Mr. Kong (Confucius) but had not really invited in Mr. De 
(democracy) and Mr. Sai (science) (Liu Zaifu and Li Zehou, 1997).

the ideology of qimeng and the west

According to the Chinese neo-enlightenment, China’s real progress 
in humanity, ignited at the beginning of the twentieth century, was 
interrupted by the Japanese invasion and then hijacked by the 1949 
Revolution. Only following the late 1980s did China get back on the 
right track. China has come full circle: the 1949 Revolution hijacked 
qimeng, and a post-revolutionary xin qimeng is required to continue 
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to change the Chinese mentality so as to catch up with the West and 
capitalism. The editor and managing director of the influential journal 
yanhuang chunqiu, which regularly publishes material framed in the 
qimeng intellectual narrative, has published a widely read book that 
condemns Chinese culture. The book (Wu Si 2009) is supposed to 
have discovered the underlying Chinese cultural patterns of behavior 
that can explain the current bureaucracy, corruption and irrationality. 
Wu’s anti-Chinese political culture narrative is so successful that a word 
coined by him—qian guize (hidden rules)—has become an everyday 
catchphrase in China today.

The assumption that the Chinese society—the Other—is uncivilized 
and unhuman, and even man eating (a metaphor used by Lu Xun), is 
based on the premise that the West—Us—is humane and civilized. They 
(Us) have democracy to deal with problems in human society and science 
to tackle nature for the benefit of human beings. We, the Chinese Other, 
have a “feudalist,” “despotic,” “dictatorial” or “authoritarian” political 
system that is oppressive and corrupt. In other words, to the xin qimeng 
conceptualization everything “Western” looks better, sounds better and 
tastes better. The controversial but hugely successful documentary He 
Shang (The River Elegy) reflects the intellectual mood in 1980s China. 
China has to bid farewell to the Other—the poor and cruel Yellow River 
cultural Other and the closed mindedness of the Great Wall Other—so 
as to embrace Us: the blue ocean culture of the open West.

It is astonishing that in a country that has one of the world’s longest 
continuous civilizations, the people of which have contributed so much 
material civilization to humanity (Needham 1954–), there exists an idea 
that almost every educated Chinese is familiar with: worship and have 
blind faith in things foreign. The social research center of the Chinese 
Youth Newspaper, together with Sina, carried out a web survey of 2,563 
young Chinese at the start of the twenty-first century. The results are 
startling but hardly surprising: 59.2 percent of those surveyed thought 
that the majority of the people they know of have the mentality of 
worshiping Western things and 48.7 percent of them do not feel 
confident being a Chinese (Hu Luobo 2009).

While it can be generally accepted that industrialization and techno-
logical innovations have improved material conditions for human life in 
general, and that human rights struggles such as the Black movement, 
feminism, the trade union movement, socialism and even the Communist 
movement have promoted political, social and economic rights for 
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the poor and marginalized, it is also true that science has created new 
problems in the “progress” of solving old ones. Witness how weapons of 
mass destruction proved to be more efficient in killing human beings, 
but have failed to solve the issue of war and peace, and how our environ-
ment has been degraded to the extent that it threatens the very existence 
of humanity. 

Nor is it the case that there is no corruption in what are considered 
to be superior Western societies. Witness the fraud in financial and 
banking sectors exposed by the recent financial crisis. Are politicians less 
corrupt in Western societies because there is democracy? In fact, one of 
the least corrupt societies is Singapore, where there is no democracy and 
where most of the residents are not from “civilized” Europe but from 
Asia, the majority of whom are of ethnic Chinese origin. 

At the same time, in tune with the international intellectual and 
political climate, the ideology of xin qimeng has taken a new turn, which is 
that individual human rights take priority over national sovereign rights. 
The argument, which appears convincing in abstract terms, is that all 
human beings have basic rights in common, which should be protected 
by all governments. If and when governments abuse any of those basic 
rights the international community, meaning those countries that hold 
the moral high ground of human rights, have the right to intervene, 
including military attack and occupation of one country by another. 

The country that is considered to be the supreme example of human 
rights protection, to the Chinese neo-enlightenment, is the US, which 
also has the military, technological and economic power to intervene 
anywhere in the world. To the xin qimeng intelligentsia, it is not a coin-
cidence or accident that the US possesses both qualities: the quality of 
the most democratic country that protects human rights, and that of the 
most powerful one on earth. For them it is the former quality that has 
enabled the US to achieve the latter. 

Some of the elite Chinese intelligentsia are so convinced by this 
argument regarding the American political agenda that in China 
they are often referred to as whateverists. This crude adversarialism is 
nicknamed in Chinese online media as two whatevers: whatever it is that 
China does is wrong and whatever it is that the US does is right. The 
logic is simple: since the US is the number one liberal and democratic 
country it cannot do anything wrong, and anything the US government 
does is legitimate because it is elected by the people, it consists of the 
people and it works for the people. In contrast, because the PRC is ruled 
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by Communists that are not elected by the people, it does not work for 
the people, it doesn’t consist of the Chinese people and it cannot do 
anything right or legitimate. 

the politics of the chinese neo-enlightenment

The Chinese neo-enlightenment was not just an intellectual trend setter, 
but was politically backed by people at the top of the CCP. The CCP 
General Secretary Zhao Ziyang was a major backer until he was toppled 
following the 1989 Beijing events. Zhao Ziyang (2007) claims that he 
was responsible for the conceptualization of the prime stage of socialism. 
When this concept was first officially launched it was not clear what 
the general party secretary of the CCP meant by it. With hindsight it 
is clear: China should copy the West. “What is called modernization is 
just Westernization. What we should do is to do the West way” (2007: 
71). “What the West does is the mainstream of the world and China 
needs to be linked to that track” (2007: 286). Zhao was fully aware that 
in the process of globalization there is a disparity between rich and 
poor countries. The gap between the North and South is increasing; the 
disparity between the poor and rich is increasing. National industries 
in poor countries are being invaded. All of this will lead to New Left 
ideas, which will, in the name of national welfare, resist globalization and 
therefore resist China from marching into modern civilization. These 
narrow-minded national ideas arouse hatred against the West and it is 
a great threat to another of China’s efforts to enter modern civilization 
and could lead to another failure (2007: 322). 

By using the word “another,” Zhao has in mind the effort previously 
made by China that ended up in failure, i.e. the 1949 Revolution that 
he himself had participated in. There is no clearer neo-enlightenment 
message than this. Zhao further illustrates: “Eastern culture is backward; 
it cannot produce the flower of freedom, democracy and human rights” 
(2007: 322). In contrast to China, the US is a wonderland; I again quote 
at length: 

This country’s economy has been growing continuously. It is 
prosperous, developed, and always in a leading position in hi-tech. Its 
society is stable, and its leadership passes power peacefully and stably. 
It does not expand its territory; it does not engage in colonialism; all 
it does is to carry out free trade. Of course the U.S.A. also seeks its 
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national interest in international relations; but its national interest is 
the same as the interest of human kind. It develops trade with foreign 
countries but its foreign policies are governed by domestic values, 
which aim to promote freedom, democracy, and human rights; these 
are values of modern civilization for all human society. If we need a 
leader in human development, that leader is better to be the U.S.A., 
much better than the Soviet Union, let alone Germany and Japan, 
because [the] U.S.A. does not have territorial ambition and is not 
colonialist. (2007: 334–5)

Admittedly Zhao would not have made these remarks when he was still 
in power, and he might not have been able to articulate them in these 
terms at that time, even though he was guided by the conceptualization 
of neo-enlightenment. Zhao made these remarks when he was under 
house arrest, and must have thought about the matter many times when 
he reflected on his life and on the cause he had served and on the China 
that he had led. By any measure these remarks from the former head of 
the CCP are extraordinary: all the work and struggle carried out by the 
huge mass of people under the leadership of the CCP for over half a 
century since 1921 when the CCP was established, the very revolution 
to which Zhao himself had apparently devoted his life, was misguided 
and in vain. China had to start again. And the shame of such a failure 
was supposed to be covered by the fig leaf he claims to have coined: “the 
primary stage of socialism.”

The policy consequences guided by neo-enlightenment are illus-
trated by the case of Tibet. Thanks to another former head of the 
CCP, Hu Yaobang, who was held in high esteem by the Chinese 
neo-enlightenment intelligentsia because he was considered to be liberal 
and democratic, Chinese government’s policies in Tibet were reversed 
dramatically. By rejecting the theory of class struggle, the idea of 
socio-economic conflict within Tibetan society was abandoned; temples 
were repaired and renovated; and for many Tibetans to become a monk 
was a prestigious life path for males. The former class of the oppressed 
were urged to think that Mao was a terrible mistake and that the Dalai 
Lama should be worshiped instead (Wang Lixiong 2002, Wei Se 2006). 
Hundreds and thousands of those who were labeled as old aristocrats, 
slave owners and rebellion leaders were rehabilitated and invited to enter 
the leadership ranks of governments such as the People’s Congress, and 
Political Consultative bodies. The reform in Tibet since Hu Yaobang’s 
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intervention meant that the former lower class of people were stripped 
of any social status and economic protection (Yuan 2009). The class 
struggle in Tibet was turned on its head by the reform policy, and thus 
practically handed out a verdict (1) that the pre-1959 system (pre-land 
reform) was the right one after all; (2) that the Dalai Lama, not Mao 
Zedong, should be respected; and (3) that the Revolution was a terrible 
mistake. For many inside and outside China the reverse was a turn for 
the better for the Tibetans. But the irony that is hardly noticed by the 
Chinese neo-enlightenment is this: if enlightenment is to make sure 
that human beings are free of traditional values, especially the benighted 
religious tradition, is the return of life dominated by religion in Tibet not 
the opposite of enlightenment?

Is Tibet so special that everything in its society is religious to the 
extent that it does not experience socio-economic problems? A recent 
Beijing report (Wong 2009) shows that the March 2008 riots were not 
just religious, or incited by misguided outside forces, or simply an ethnic 
drive for independence. The report shows that the riots were caused at 
least partially by socio-economic complaints. Interestingly, the report 
points out that the ruling elite in Tibet tries to hide the socio-economic 
nature of the discontent in Tibetan society and tries to convince Beijing 
that every time there is a riot it is about independence and incited 
by outside forces. In this way, the ruling elite is able to extract more 
resources from Beijing for their own benefit and able to consolidate their 
own power.

Since the neoliberal guru Milton Friedman’s first visit to China 
in 1980, a neoliberal dynasty has developed (Kwong 2006) that has 
exercised what Wang Hui (2006: 9) calls the “discursive hegemony” 
for over a quarter of a century. According to this conceptualization of 
development, a generation of Chinese has to be sacrificed, and those 
who are to be sacrificed are the tens of millions of workers who lose 
their jobs, plus hundreds of millions of rural migrant workers. This is 
explicitly articulated by celebrity economist, former dean of the pres-
tigious Guanghua Management Institute at Beijing University, Li 
Yining, who argues that all welfare measures should be abolished so as 
to maintain work enthusiasm. Chinese society can progress only if the 
gap between the rich and poor is increased (Li Yining 2009). This is 
called the primitive accumulation that is required for the development 
of capitalism, as happened in Britain with developments such as the 
“enclosure movement.” It is ironic that in the name of humanity and 
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civilization, the Neo-enlightenment Chinese intelligentsia either publicly 
or tacitly supports such an inhuman development strategy.

One of the leading and most respected members of the Chinese liberal 
intelligentsia, Qin Hui, thinks that China’s main issue is to promote 
modernization, not to reflect on modernization. In order to modernize 
China, rural Chinese have to be turned urban. More importantly, peasant 
culture, peasant mentality and peasant personality have to be remolded. 
It is this neo-enlightenment ideology that directs Qin’s interpretation 
of a historical phenomenon in the central Shaanxi Plain: there were 
actually not many big landlords, nor were there many land tenants, but 
there were many small and medium-sized landowners who worked on 
their own lands. The interpretation of this historical fact from one of 
China’s top rural studies experts, Wen Tiejun (2005), is that due to the 
tension between a highly dense population and little land resources, land 
in China could not have been concentrated into the hands of very few 
landlords. Instead, land ownership in China tended to decentralize, and 
through this process land resources were optimally used and its benefits 
were maximally utilized. Clearly, under the ecological pressure of a low 
land to population ratio the most efficient development is more decen-
tralized or more equal land ownership. In other words, this suggests that 
traditional rural Chinese society was far more civilized than it was given 
credit for, and in fact far more civilized than the land ownership system 
in the feudal West. Qin Hui and Su Wen (1996), however, interpret this 
historical fact very differently. They take the more equal distribution of 
land as evidence of China being more “feudalistic,” and argue that this 
kind of egalitarianism is the reason for China’s lack of development. 

Most of the Chinese neo-enlightenment intelligentsia elite hold 
views of the “West” as idealistic. It is not that they are totally ignorant 
of the West: they read books about Western philosophy, literature and 
art and they watch Western television programs and movies, mostly in 
translated Chinese. They, unlike many American politicians, actually have 
a passport and travel to, or even stay in, Western countries for a length of 
time. But they don’t actually live like an American or French person and 
therefore can hardly claim to know anything realistic about the West. 
They of course would not be interested in reading anything about trade 
unions, or Communist-inspired protests in Western societies. Therefore, 
they may not know that a lot of freedoms and democratic rights were 
not given, as lofty as Lincoln’s speech or the American Constitution are, 
but developed gradually as a result of sustained social tensions during 
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various periods of history, and much of that was won through grassroots 
struggles. Even today, class interests are entrenched in many Western 
societies; there is a lot of corruption both in politics and in business; 
and there are many instances of abuses of human rights. Moreover, 
democracy and individual rights are ideals that need to be continually 
guarded and won over. The Chinese have to fight for human rights and 
democracy, and to do that the Chinese intellectual elite should engage 
with the working class to improve their working conditions, instead of 
looking to the West. 

conclusion: the poverty of  
the chinese neo-enlightenment

In this chapter I have outlined the development and main ideas of the 
Chinese neo-enlightenment. I have argued that the xin qimeng narrative 
has exhausted its intellectual capacity and usefulness. In this brief 
concluding section I will summarize some features of the poverty of the 
Chinese enlightenment, old and new. 

One feature of the intellectual poverty of the Chinese enlightenment 
is its inherent social Darwinism, i.e. its admiration for and identity 
with the strong and powerful on the one hand and its contempt for the 
week and the poor on the other. This worship of the strong is evident 
in two major ways. One is its admiration of and identification with the 
powerful and most affluent nations in Europe and especially the US. 
It has contempt not only for China but also for other non-Western 
countries (except Japan, and to some extent successful small coutnries 
like Hong Kong and Taiwan that are supposed to have “made it”) and 
African countries. In the mind of these enlightenment elite, African and 
Asian countries, and indeed the rest of the world, have no history, and no 
civilization to talk about. If China or other nations have suffered from 
colonial plunder and imperialist invasion they deserved it because it was 
their fault they failed to catch up with the civilized world. 

This survival of the fittest social Darwinism rationale is one of the 
cornerstones of the Chinese enlightenment intellectual narrative. 
This is expressed by its intense contempt for poor and disadvantaged 
social groups in China. It is justifiable and fair for these lower-class 
people to work like slaves because they are of lower quality (suzhi di). 
Elite Chinese dissidents are seen as heroes symbolizing the national 
conscience, whereas popular protests or popular opinion (such as the 
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evidential massive support of Mao and his policies) were considered 
populism that is benighted (yumei), and the product of brainwashing and 
rogue elements (chunmang). This blatant worship of the powerful and 
strong on the one hand, and shameless contempt for the poor and weak 
on the other, is a sign of the moral decay and intellectual bankruptcy of 
the qimeng narrative.

The second feature of the intellectual poverty of the Chinese enlight-
enment is its inherent anti-democratic elitism. How can anyone who 
is not intellectually bankrupt defend the existing system in which “one 
single country, possessing only about 5 percent of the earth’s population, 
has roughly 20 percent of its G.D.P., spends almost 50 percent of its 
total defense expenditures, and freely prints bills that account for 65–70 
percent of global foreign-currency reserves” (Kennedy 2009). How can 
anyone defend a development strategy that sacrifices the majority for the 
benefit of a minority? If the welfare and opinion of the majority can be 
ignored what is left regarding democratic value and human rights? 

The third feature of the intellectual poverty of the Chinese enlighten-
ment is its repetition of May Fourth Movement clichés and its inability 
to differentiate between liberty and formal institutional democracy. It is 
true that in traditional Anglo-Saxon societies there was a political culture 
of individual liberty and personal freedom. The legacy of this tradition is 
still seen in the UK, USA, Canada, New Zealand and Australia. Much 
of this tradition has also been spread to other countries, Europe and 
Asia, including Hong Kong and now China. But although this is related, 
it is not the same as an institutional democracy of elected representa-
tives through party politics. China needs liberty and individual rights 
protected by law, but the way to achieve that is not through enlighten-
ment clichés. 

The fourth feature of intellectual poverty of the Chinese neo-
enlightenment is its failure to conduct empirical research in the social 
sciences. This may either have something to do with its contempt for 
doing the hard work of empirical research, or to do with the issue of 
limited resources. 

The fifth feature of the intellectual poverty of the Chinese 
neo-enlightenment is their refusal to be critical of modernity. As 
discussed above in the case of Li Zehou, China is considered to be at 
a lower stage of human development that needs Westernization, but 
it cannot talk about postmodernism. They refuse to see that all the 
postmodern or modern problems are with us in China today, including 
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alienation, environmental disasters and a reduced quality of life. They do 
not realize that the Mao era was modern, and in many aspects the ideas 
and practices in the Mao era were actually postmodern, postcolonial and 
deconstructionist, as I will argue in Chapters 6 and 7 on the CR. 

The Chinese intellectual idea of modernity is sometimes expressed 
through crude materialism. Professor Xiao Zhuoji of the School of 
Economics at Beijing University, for instance, is reported to have said 
that one indication of China’s modernization is that professors at Beijing 
University all have cars and holiday villas (Mei Hua 2009). Surely it is 
a sign of intellectual poverty if you cannot think of an alternative to 
a development model that has resulted in so many problems. Unlike 
the Chinese enlightenment narrative, intellectual discussion originating 
from other non-Western countries is at least forward looking and critical. 
For instance, way back in the late 1940s, the Singer–Prebisch thesis 
was put forward by non-Western economists, and was later developed 
into the theory of dependence as an alternative narrative to explain the 
Latin American situation, in reaction to some theories of development 
and as a criticism of modernization theory (Amin 1994). By the 1970s, 
South Asian scholars also developed subaltern studies, challenging the 
hegemonic intellectual narrative of the Western academic world (Spivak 
1999). What have mainstream Chinese scholars done in their intellec-
tual discourse, apart from repeating clichés? 



5
The Coordinated Efforts  
in Constructing China

introduction

The biotechnology scientist Li Jiayang is an important techno-bureaucrat 
in China, as he is the vice president of the Chinese Academy of Sciences, 
dean of the School of Agricultural Sciences and the deputy minister 
of the Chinese Ministry of Agriculture. Professor Li was a member of 
the external biotechnology advisory panel of DuPont from 2007 until 
2012, when he was exposed for serving as an advisor to a transnational 
company. DuPont quickly had his name removed and announced that 
Li had stopped being a member in 2011 when he was appointed vice 
minister of agriculture (Beijing Youth, 2013). But according to the New 
York Stock Exchange report on October 14, 2013, Li was still a member 
of the company’s advisory panel (Lv Yongyan 2016). Li, a distinguished 
scientist, became a controversial figure because of the debate on the issue 
of DNA-engineered crops, and because there was a call for food sover-
eignty among some Chinese academics (Yan Hairong 2015). 

Is the importing of engineered seeds from transnational companies like 
DuPont good for China’s national interest? Is there a conflict of interest 
for Li, who is in a position to make policies on such issues in China 
while at the same sitting on an advisory panel of a company whose aim 
is to penetrate the Chinese market? For scientists in developed Western 
countries there might be no dilemma of this kind, since to serve their 
national interest is often very good for transnational interests, as these 
countries dominate in the fields of science and technology. 

This chapter attempts to get into the complex issues involving the 
Chinese political and intellectual elite, not only regarding the issue of 
nationalism versus transnationalism, but also regarding constructing the 
PRC. The Chinese political and intellectual elite are of course not one 
and the same entity. But apart from the fact that many of the intellec-
tual elite, like Li Jiayang, are also the political elite, and the fact that 
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one of the criteria for selecting the Chinese political elite is creden-
tials in academic and intellectual studies—a kind of meritocracy legacy 
from traditional China—the Chinese political and intellectual elite in 
post-Mao China have two things in common: (1) class interests and (2) 
intellectual conceptualization as the foundation of their knowledge of 
China and the world. 

This chapter argues that the common class interest of the Chinese 
political and intellectual elite means that they are not only more likely 
to degrade the Mao era, but are also inclined to surrender themselves 
to transnational interests. As an analytical category, “comprador” may 
be an appropriate term to use for this class of people, as they tie their 
socio-economic interest to transnational capital. A particular member 
of a class may or may not be conscious of his or her class interest, but 
the class as a collective is aware of its class interest in its conceptualiza-
tion of China and the world. The chapter also argues that the Chinese 
comprador conceptualization of China and the world was triggered 
by the post-Mao backlash against the CR, from the Literature of the 
Wounded, developed from the suku (telling bitterness of the past) 
literature, to bidding farewell to the Revolution by picking up the 
enlightenment theme, and finally to embracing neoliberalism. 

neo-enlightenment that has inspired the 
chinese political and intellectual elite 

As discussed in Chapter 4, since the late 1970s—with the appear-
ance of the Literature of the Wounded and the promotion of horror 
stories such as that of Zhang Zhixin (a story that I deal with at length 
shortly), coupled with exposure to the material affluence not only of 
developed Western societies but also the “tiger” economies in East 
Asia—the Chinese political and intellectual elite in post-Mao China 
suddenly came to the understanding that China was even more unciv-
ilized and backward than it was before 1949. To their understanding, 
the Chinese May Fourth Movement that was meant to enlighten the 
Chinese was hijacked by nationalism/communism that was perceived 
as necessary to save China from oblivion. To their shock they “discov-
ered” that there was nothing revolutionary about the 1949 Revolution, 
that there was nothing modern about the CCP and that the system 
dictated by Mao was feudal. An ideological and political denigration of 
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China’s past, including the 1949 Revolution, was called for. Hence the 
neo-enlightenment (xin qimeng). 

How do we understand the self-hatred displayed by this group of Chi-
nese who were participants in, and in many ways definers of, a revolution 
that irreversibly changed nearly a quarter of the human race, but who 
now say it was all wrong? The explanation lies in unpacking the Chinese 
as a general category. As I argued in Chapter 3, there is no such thing as 
“the Chinese” ethnically. As I will argue in this chapter, there is no such a 
thing as “the Chinese” politically. There are Chinese of not only different 
political positions and of different economic interests, but also of differ-
ent conceptualizations of China and the world. The fact that “political 
opposition” is not allowed openly in China does not mean that there are 
no political differences. The fact that they are “Chinese” does not mean 
they don’t identify with interest as well as intellectual conceptualization 
that is non-Chinese. In fact the Orients can be Orientalists. 

the chinese intellectual elite and the west:  
the case of liu xiaobo 

Liu Xiaobo is one of those 1980s Chinese enlightenment intelligentsia 
figures who took cultural essentialism seriously—unlike Wei Jingsheng, 
an electrician, who put up a wall poster that advocated the contro-
versial notion that what China needed was the “fifth modernization,” 
i.e. democracy, with a reference to the Chinese government’s declared 
program of Four Modernizations first raised by Zhou Enlai in 1973 
(four modernizations of industrial, agricultural, national defense and 
science and technology); or Li Zehou, who developed the idea that 
there was tension between the narratives of Chinese nationalism and the 
Enlightenment and that the tragedy for China was that the Enlighten-
ment had to give way to nationalism amid foreign invasions. What made 
Liu Xiaobo stand out was not original ideas but his sharp way of articu-
lating something that he knew would shock his audience. For instance, 
he declared that the reason why Hong Kong was so civilized and modern 
was that it had been a British colony for 200 years. Therefore for China, 
a country so big and backward, to reach the status of Hong Kong, 300 
years of Western colonization would not be enough (Sautman and Yan 
2010, Chen Weisong 2017). 

Parallel to Liu Xiaobo’s self-hatred of China and the Chinese (Li 
Channa 2010), he sang the praises of the West, especially the US. For 
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instance, Liu Xiaobo supported the US invasion of Iraq in 2001 (Liu 
Xiaobo 2002, Sautman and Yan 2010). When the 1989 Tiananmen 
events were taking place, Liu Xiaobo was actually in the US as a visiting 
scholar. Liu immediately flew back to Beijing to take part in the events: 
he was among those who staged a hunger strike to support the student 
protests. One has to admire his courage and conviction. Liu in this 
instance overcame the weakness of the Chinese intellectual elite’s lack 
of engagement with grassroots struggles advocating for rights. To his 
credit, Liu was also one of the few people who helped to get the students 
out of Tiananmen Square in time to avoid further casualties, during the 
last phase of the Beijing events. What finally got Liu into more trouble 
with the Chinese authorities was his work of getting people to sign and 
publicize what was called the 2008 Charter. Shockingly, the Chinese 
regime arrested Liu Xiaobo and put him in jail. This act of cowardliness 
on the part of the Chinese authorities demonstrated its insecurity and 
lack of intellectual conviction. 

Most likely it was this cowardly act that prompted the decision to 
give Liu Xiaobo the 2010 Nobel Peace Prize. The award generated 
fierce debate (Fallows 2011), to the extent that the Nobel Peace Prize 
committee felt pressured to respond. One committee member, Geir 
Lundestad, claimed that Beijing’s decision to jail Liu “solved the 
problem” of how to recognize Chinese activists. He said the judges 
gradually came to believe that they had to “address the China question.” 
In his talk at Oxford University, Lundestad said “If we had given a prize 
to a dissident from Cuba or Vietnam, fine, there are difficult situations in 
those countries, but the question would then be: why don’t you address 
China?” (Lundestad 2010). 

These remarks reveal that to committee members the prize not only 
had to be awarded to a dissident, but also a dissident in a Communist 
country. They would not consider awarding the prize to dissidents in 
countries such as the US, like Noam Chomsky, or a dissident in Saudi 
Arabia or Israel (Ali 2011). One can easily name tens of countries where 
human rights abuses are worse than those in China. The award has to be 
granted in accordance with the geopolitical interests of Western powers, 
whatever that interest is perceived to be in any particular year. That is 
of course why the American National Endowment for Democracy paid 
Liu Xiaobo for his dissident activities. 
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re-orientalism and the western  
transnational interest

As Lisa Lau (2009) argues, the “Orientals” can, and some Chinese 
Orientals do, perpetrate Orientalism no less than “non-Orientals.” 
These Orientals can “self-Other” by having an intimate relationship 
with transnational capital, a relationship that is closer and of more 
immediate significance than their relationship with their compatri-
ots. Guo Songmin (2016) calls these Orientals engaged in intellectual 
discourse the “comprador intelligentsia.” Guo argues that the main 
feature of the comprador intelligentsia is that their politic-economic and 
social status interests are closely related to Western transnational capital. 
The more Western transnational capital penetrates China the more they 
benefit. Furthermore, Oriental Orientalists work together with their 
mentors to develop an Orientalist narrative of their own country. For 
example, the post-CR term for the Chinese Literature of the Wounded 
was co-constructed by the intellectual elite in the West. Bian Qin (2016) 
points out that in his interview with the Phoenix media outlet the then 
young author Lu Xinhua (it is his work The Wounded that prompted 
the name of this genre) admitted that the Chinese did not have the 
conceptualization to name the immediate post-Mao literature as the 
Literature of the Wounded. It was the Associated Press that coined the 
name, which was then reported by Chinese Reference News. It was the 
Literature of the Wounded that announced the arrival of the anti-CR, 
anti-Revolution and anti-Mao discourse which further led to Oriental-
ist Orientalism and that conceptualizes the first 30 years of the PRC’s 
history from 1949 to 1978 as a total failure. 

As Lau (2009: 40) argues, the Oriental Orientalists had to “utilize posi-
tionality to prove eligibility as representative and validity of testimony to 
join their Western colleagues. The oriental Chinese Orientalists’ claimed 
status is almost that of ‘witness’, which is a far less empowered position 
than that of Orientalists, who saw no reason to justify themselves.” The 
Chinese witness is nonetheless powerful because it rings true of “the 
Chinese themselves say so.” In what she calls Occidentalism, Chen 
Xiaomei argues that it is impossible to divorce Western influence from 
what is “authentically Chinese” because the latter concept “has already 
been ‘contaminated’” and even constructed by cultural and intercultural 
appropriations that belong to the whole of Chinese Western relation-
ships (Chen 1995: 4). 
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The post-Mao neo-enlightenment could not bring itself to admit 
that, despite the ups and downs, including turmoil, the 1949 Revolution 
did change China, mostly for the better. Logically, therefore, they would 
deny the fact that like any other country, China’s economic development 
was path-dependent and that the Mao era laid the foundation for not 
only the runway but also the engine for the post-Mao economic take-off. 
This denial is best illustrated by the 2008 Beijing Olympics Opening 
Ceremony directed by Zhang Yimou: the grand narrative of China’s 
history leaves the 30 years of the Mao era blank. How do you explain 
the sudden jump from a poor and economically collapsed country to 
the world’s second largest economic power in 30 years, according to this 
construction of contemporary China? “Miracle!” everyone shouts.

the chinese elite and global capitalism 

China’s economic power on the international stage has brought 
enormous prestige and wealth to the Chinese intellectual and political 
elite. Nowadays it is hard to invite a prominent Chinese scholar to a 
speaking engagement without paying for a business class ticket. The 
amount of wealth plundered by the guan er dai (princelings of the veteran 
revolutionaries) from the Chinese state assets that had been accumulated 
during the Mao era is nothing short of being spectacular. According 
to AFP (2016), the Panamanian law firm Mossack Fonseca, which was 
at the heart of a massive leak of offshore banking records, has more 
offices in China than any other country. At least eight current or former 
members of China’s Politburo Standing Committee, the ruling party’s 
most powerful body, have been implicated, according to the reports. The 
British-based Guardian newspaper said an internal Mossack Fonseca 
survey found the biggest proportion of its offshore company owners 
came from mainland China, followed by Hong Kong. 

The Chinese media has largely avoided reporting on the leaks, and 
social media has eliminated all references to them, with reportage by 
foreign news broadcasters such as the BBC blacked out. Corrupt Chinese 
officials have moved more than US$120 billion overseas, according to a 
2011 report by the central People’s Bank of China. Mossack Fonseca’s 
offices in China include the major financial centers of Shanghai and 
Shenzhen, as well as the port cities of Qingdao and Dalian, but also 
lesser-known provincial capitals such as Shandong’s Jinan, known for 
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its links to China’s coal industry, and Hangzhou in Zhejiang, along with 
Ningbo, also in the eastern province. 

Another example is Li Xiaolin—daughter of Li Peng, a former 
premier—whose fortune is estimated at US$550 million, and who 
has made a name as China’s “power queen” after a career spent 
running electricity-generating businesses. Li was (until Xi Jinping’s 
anti-corruption campaign) noted in China for conspicuous consump-
tion—her appearance in a pink Pucci trouser suit at the annual meeting 
of a top government advisory body prompted a widely shared social 
media post that suggested the 12,000 yuan (US$1,500) price tag was 
equivalent to warm clothes for 200 poor children. Previous International 
Consortium of Investigative Journalists investigations have linked her to 
two other British Virgin Islands companies, and to Swiss bank accounts. 
Li and her husband, Liu Zhiyuan, were revealed as the beneficiaries of 
five bank accounts that together held as much as US$2.48 million in 
2006–7. Li’s identity became known to Mossack Fonseca when BVI 
regulators asked for information about COFIC Investment Ltd. in 
2015, and inquiries were made with the Geneva law firm that repre-
sented it. Cofic’s directors at this time were two partners in the firm, 
Charles-André Junod and Alain Bruno Lévy. Its shareholder, however, 
was a secretive Liechtenstein entity called Foundation Silo, whose 
beneficial owners were named by Junod as Li and her husband. 

Zeng Qinghong was China’s vice president until 2008. His younger 
brother, Zeng Qinghuai, is well known in Hong Kong, having worked 
there as an envoy for the Ministry of Culture. He was a consultant to 
Beginning of the Great Revival, a state-produced propaganda movie 
which, according to the New York Times, “exemplified the hand-in-glove 
relationship between business and politics.” The Panama Papers revealed 
that Zeng Qinghuai is a director of a company called Chinese Cultural 
Exchange Association Ltd, registered first in the tiny South Pacific 
island of Niue, then in Samoa. He sits on the board alongside another 
princeling, Tian Chenggang, son of former vice premier and Politburo 
member Tian Jiyun.

A 2012 court case, in which Tian Chenggang unsuccessfully sued a 
developer called Beijing Henderson Properties, shed new light on the 
business dealings of the red nobility. The court in Hong Kong heard 
that Tian and a company linked to Zeng had been separately engaged to 
lobby regulators on behalf of Henderson when it was under investiga-
tion for breaching foreign exchange regulations in 2006. An exchange of 
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letters disclosed in court suggested that Tian’s father had written to the 
regulators to plead leniency. In the event, the fine imposed was smaller 
than expected. Companies linked to Zeng received fees of US$2.1 
million. Henderson rejected Tian’s demand for US$5.5 million, so Tian 
sued for the money but lost. The judge’s summing up said of him: “He 
tried to project an air of superiority … His attitude was contemptuous 
and disrespectful” (Garside and Pegg 2016).

china turned neoliberal

China has gone a long way toward becoming a market society. Observers 
of China are intrigued by the assemblage of labels to describe China 
as an example of existing capitalism, with market-friendly policies and 
Leninist institutions of the post-Mao Chinese political economy. China 
has been alternatively labeled as “nomenclature capitalism,” “bureaucratic 
capitalism,” “capitalism with Chinese characteristics,” “com-capitalism,” 
“market Leninism,” “state capitalism” and “mercantilist capitalism” to 
name just a few (Baum and Shevchenko 1999: 333). Whatever one calls 
the post-1989 China, one point is clear: from farewell to Revolution to 
the neo-enlightenment, and from the dismantling of collective farming 
to “development at all costs,” China has unceremoniously embraced neo-
liberalism. As insightfully pointed out by Wang Hui (2006), the tragic 
events of 1989 were crucially important to enforcing a neoliberal logic 
in China. That year was not just one of suppressed of liberty: it led to 
the order of neoliberalism and a kind of market economy that is a sup-
pression of democracy and freedom. In doing so, China actually saved 
capitalism. 

Drezner, in response to the thorny question of why the system of global 
economic governance fared better than expected after the 2008 recession, 
claims: “We can tentatively conclude that both the power of the United 
States and the resilience of neoliberal economic ideas were underesti-
mated during the depths of the Great Recession” (Drezner 2013: 124). 
Drezner has missed the point entirely. As Johan Lagerkvist argues, it was 
China that kept the system going. “Thus it is crucial to conceptualize 
China’s political economy as neoliberalizing, albeit in a state-capitalist 
form, otherwise the surprising robustness of the global neoliberal project 
is exaggeratedly credited to the United States” (Lagerkvist 2015: 7), and 
“that the Chinese government was able to stabilize its own economy was 
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centrally important in preventing an even deeper collapse in the global 
economy after 2008” (Nolan 2014: 2). 

How did a country that was supposedly run by the world’s largest and 
most powerful communist party turn into a neoliberal market economy 
that saved global capitalism? First of all, it started from the very top, as 
I discussed in Chapter 4. The once top boss of the CCP, Zhao Ziyang, 
a man fond of playing golf, wanted China to catch up with capitalism 
in the name of the “primary stage of socialism.” Zhao was of course 
supported by Deng Xiaoping, the power behind the curtain, who did 
a favor to US capitalism early on by invading Vietnam in 1979 in the 
name of “teaching them a lesson.” Since the 1990s, the revolutionary 
conceptualization of the CCP “to serve the people,” the very rationale for 
its existence, was systematically hollowed out. More and more Chinese 
have been invited to join the CCP, but those who do are most likely to 
join for the purpose of career progression and power.

The current CCP leader Xi Jinping was sharp enough to realize this 
and wanted to reverse the tide not only by launching an anti-corruption 
campaign, unprecedented in Chinese history, but also by reminding the 
CCP not to forget the original intention (Xi Jinping 2016). However, 
it is unclear how Xi is going to accomplish the original aims of the 
Revolution in the context of current China. 

China is such a big country, as discussed in Chapter 3, and the Chinese 
are so diverse a people that to hold the country together the most difficult 
task for Xi, or anyone, is to get the people organized. The CCP under 
the leadership of Mao managed to get the Chinese organized because 
they managed to work out organizing principles within what I term a 
Maoist discourse (Gao 1994). One of these organizing principles was the 
structure and activities of grassroots organizations of the CCP. In every 
work unit, be it a department of human resources or a factory floor, there 
was a CCP party branch, and in every branch there was a leading group 
composed of the core members of the CCP in the work unit. Every 
member had to pay membership fees and regular meetings were held 
once a month. This was called “organization life.” In those meetings, the 
CCP party policies and politics were studied and the political situation 
and daily problems of the work unit were reviewed. 

That organizational principle now seems to have collapsed. Professor 
Kong Qingdong of Peking University, a self-claimed Maoist, complained 
that there was no CCP party organization anymore, and that the 
members of the CCP did not even pay membership fees. Kong said that 
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in order to maintain the appearance of the party unit he, as the branch 
secretary, had to pay the membership fees for his colleagues from his 
own pocket (Kong Qingdong 2016). Kong complained that the CCP 
now looked like an underground organization because it was afraid of 
being seen for what it truly was. Moreover, as a teacher, one was afraid 
to even talk about Marxism or Chairman Mao in the classroom. From 
Deng Xiaoping to Hu Yaobang, from Zhao Ziyang to Jiang Zemin 
and Hu Jintao, the CCP ideology and organizational principles all but 
collapsed. It is under these circumstances that current leader Xi Jinping 
wants to tighten ideological control. My friends and colleagues in China 
informed me, for instance, that in 2016 members of the CCP all over 
China were mobilized to pay their overdue membership fees. But it may 
be too little, too late for him. 

how do the neoliberal economists  
construct china?

As the director of the CCP Party Construction Department at the 
Central Party School in Beijing, where senior CCP officials are trained 
for promotion, one would expect Professor Wang Changjiang to talk 
about the organizational principles of the CCP and its ideology. Instead, 
Wang is reported to have argued that the CCP as a revolutionary party 
is not legitimate in current China, that the idea of revolution should 
be abandoned and that a party in power should not follow the idea 
of Marxism but that of market capitalism, because only the market 
economy fits the natural order of individual pursuit of self-interest 
(Chou Niu 2016). Nothing short of dismantling the CCP would be 
Wang’s ideal scenario. 

Here is another example of how the Chinese neoliberal literati 
constructs contemporary China, as detailed by Lao Ji (2017). The role 
played by what is called the Chinese Archive Institute is to compile, 
write and publish historical information about the leading figures of 
the CCP. Long Pingping, the director of the Third Department of the 
Chinese Archive Institute, specializing in the field of Deng Xiaoping, 
played a major role in the publication of Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping, 
A Chronicle of Deng Xiaoping, Selected Important Documents of the CCP 
Since its Fourteenth Congress and The Development and Formation of the 
Important Policies Since the Third Plenary Session of the 11th CCP party 
Congress. These are important publications that construct China’s con-
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temporary history. Long was also the director general of the television 
series Deng Xiaoping in Historical Transition. 

In order to construct a politically correct Deng Xiaoping, the series 
not only selects data but also fabricates information. For example, Deng 
is presented as a principled fighter who was firmly and clearly against 
the CR. But Deng never aired his opposition against the CR when Mao 
was alive, and even on July 20, 1977 when Deng was participating in a 
meeting chaired by the then CCP Chairman Hua Guofeng after the 
death of Mao, Deng was perpetuating the CR discourse of condemning 
Liu Shaoqi, and celebrating the removal of Liu as a victory. 

In the series Deng is credited with the restoration of China’s tertiary 
entrance examination system (gaokao), whereas in fact as late as July 
30, 1977 Deng was still on record speaking affirmatively about the 
CR education practice, and the gaokao was approved by Hua Guofeng 
on July 5, 1977. In the series Deng is credited with the development 
of the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone, whereas in fact it was Hua 
Guofeng who argued that the approach to its development should be 
bolder, faster, more experimental and more liberal. Another truth man-
ufactured by the series is that Deng took the lead in the abolition of the 
lifetime position in the system. But it was Ye Jinaying, Li Xiannian and 
Chen Yun who retired, whereas Deng was chairman of the CCP central 
military commission until 1989 when he was 85, and chairman of the 
PRC military commission until 1993, retiring at the age of 89. 

The Chinese neoliberals have been working hard to construct a 
contemporary Chinese history in which Deng is promoted as the trans-
former of Chinese society, while Mao is being consigned to the dustbin 
of history. They achieve this task by selectively excluding negative infor-
mation about Deng during the Mao era, while crediting Deng with 
positive policies which he was in fact not responsible for. 

Along the same lines of constructing a neoliberal China, the 
Chinese intellectual elite firmly place the blame for the phenomenon 
of corruption on the public ownership of means of production (Zhang 
Weiying 1997, Fan Gang 2005). For this proposition to be logical 
(Zhang Weiying 1997) one has to argue that corruption existed even 
in the Mao era when there was full-scale public ownership of means 
of production, in spite of the contrary evidence that there was hardly 
any corruption at that time. Contrary evidence also includes the fact 
that in 1999 the ten most corrupt societies in the world were all market 
economies, according to the Transparency International. To the Chinese 
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neoliberals, the way forward in countering corruption is full-scale privat-
ization that allows the market economy to play its role (Zhang Shuguang 
1994, Zhang Wuchang 1997). Zhang Weiying even goes as far as to 
argue that without privatization, managerial corruption is a Pareto 
improvement—a suboptimum solution, the best possible one given the 
circumstances (Zhang Weiying 1997). One of course cannot blame the 
neoliberal economists personally for China’s rampant official corruption 
in post-Mao China, but the emergence of the saying that “corruption is 
the lubricant for reform” is an indication of how corruption is justified 
through the ideology of neoliberalism. 

constructing mao

Gao Hua’s construction of Mao is another example of how the Chinese 
literati systematically construct contemporary China. The post-Mao 
Chinese intellectual elite, supported either directly or indirectly by the 
Chinese political elite, has systematically hollowed out the intellectual 
idea of Mao, and constructed a Mao who was a ruthless maniac whose 
sole purpose in life was to gain personal power. The two accounts along 
these lines best known in the West are Jung Chang and Halliday (2005) 
and Gao Hua (2000, 2011). 

As detailed by Li Xiaopeng (2016), Gao Hua is right in claiming that 
the Yan’an Rectification Movement was Mao’s attempt to get rid of the 
influence of Soviet-trained theoretical authoritative CCP leaders such 
as Wang Ming, Bo Gu and Zhang Wentian. But is it right therefore 
to declare that Mao wanted to attack those so-called Internationalists 
so as to establish his absolute ruling position in the CCP? The prima 
facie evidence seems to be supportive of the Gao Hua narrative: when 
the CCP Seventh Party Congress was held after the Yan’an Rectifica-
tion, Mao’s opponents were demoted while those who followed Mao 
like Liu Shaoqi were promoted. This looks like proof that Mao used the 
Rectification Movement to consolidate his position and gain absolute 
power. But when we carefully examine this, the claim of a ruthless 
personal power struggle seems problematic: those who were demoted 
also included Kang Sheng, who was one of the most active people in the 
Yan’an Rectification. On the other hand, Zhou Enlai, the very person 
who—together with Wang Ming, Bo Gu and Zhang Wentian—was 
largely responsible for giving Mao a hard time immediately before the 
Long March, was also drawn into the inner circle of decision making. 
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As Li Xiaopeng (2016) argues, an entirely different construction can be 
made regarding the final distribution of power within the CCP after 
the Seventh Congress in Yan’an: the fact that Wang Ming and others 
of the Internationalist group still kept their positions as members of the 
CCP Central Committee, that Kang Sheng was demoted due to the 
personal injustice he did to many in the party and that Zhou Enlai kept 
his important position because he understood the political narrative of 
the Yan’an Rectification, demonstrates that the Yan’an Rectification was 
not about Mao’s personal power struggle but about the very direction of 
the CCP and the Chinese Revolution. 

Gao Hua wants to present Mao as a sinister person and a double 
dealer. This is again supported by prima facie evidence that is well known: 
there were two organizational principles developed by Mao in order to 
win power in China. One is reflected in the well-known saying “political 
power comes out of the barrel of the gun” and the other in “the army has 
to be commanded by the Party.” Gao Hua constructs the two principles 
as Mao’s double dealing for personal success: Mao used the first prin-
ciple to gain power and the second principle to control the army. This 
construction disregards the bigger picture of how to make a successful 
revolution, by hollowing out the political contents of the two principles. 
The political content of the first principle is that, since in the context of 
a weak working class in China the organization of workers’ movements 
in urban centers would not lead to a successful revolutionary cause, the 
CCP had to organize armed struggle. In other words, the CCP had to 
have its own army to gain power so as to create a successful revolution. 
The political content of the second principle is that the army had to be 
guided by political programs of socialism so as to be different from the 
armies of the warlords and the army of the KMT. The army was not just a 
military force but also a political organization for the purpose of changing 
Chinese society. The CCP continued the organizational principle that 
the military must be placed strictly under the command of the CCP, until 
1989 when Deng Xiaoping ordered the army to roll tanks onto the streets 
of Beijing to suppress the student protest, while at the same time forcing 
Zhao Ziyang, the supposed top boss of the CCP, to resign.

the case of zhang zhixin

In “A report written in blood” published on June 5, 1997 in the Guangming 
Daily Chen Yushan portrays Zhang Zhixin as a heroine against Jiang 
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Qing and Lin Biao and as a communist revolutionary saint—beautiful, 
kind, brave and talented. Chen further claims that Zhang was executed 
by the Gang of Four and their follower in Liaoning, Mao Yuanxin. But 
in 1975, the same year Zhang was executed, Su Tieshan (2015), who 
was also accused of the crime of being against the Gang of Four, and Lin 
Biao were released. Su Tieshan wanted to find out why the two came to 
such different ends, despite being accused of the same crime.

One explanation is that Chen’s report is very selective in presenting 
information and leaves out some vital facts of the Zhang case. Su found 
out a major difference between his case and that of Zhang Zhixin: Zhang 
wrote anti-Mao slogans repeatedly, such as “Down with Mao Zedong,” 
“Oil boil Mao Zedong,” “Hang Mao Zedong” and “cut Mao into pieces,” 
while Su did not. The media event that propagated the Zhang Zhixin 
case did not point out this fact. Another fact not revealed by Chen was 
that Zhang also attacked Zhou Enlai. In 1973, during a mass meeting 
which involved criticizing Lin Biao and Confucius, Zhang shouted that 
“the ultimate root of CCP right wing politics is Mao Zedong.” In other 
words, Zhang was executed not because she was anti-Jiang Qing or Lin 
Biao, as documented in the Chen report, but because she was seen to be 
attacking Mao—not Mao’s ideas, but Mao personally. 

The Chen report also fails to place the case of Zhang in its historical 
context: according to the Six Articles on Public Security published 
in 1967, anti-Mao slogans were a reactionary crime to be punished. 
In other words, no matter how absurd or unreasonable the rules were 
judging by post-revolutionary values, rule procedure was observed in the 
Zhang Zhixin case. The Chen report also fails to mention that the death 
sentence decided by the local court had to be approved by the provincial 
court and the provincial court decision in turn had to be approved by 
the Supreme Court in Beijing. The execution of Zhang followed this 
procedure. On April 3, 1975 the Supreme Court in Beijing approved the 
execution of Zhang in the name of the Lord President of the Chinese 
Supreme Court Jiang Hua, who also chaired the later trial of the Gang 
of Four.

What was also important for Chen in constructing the case of Zhang 
Zhixin is to point the finger at Mao Yuanxin, because the case occurred 
in Liaoning where Mao Yuanxin was a leading member of the Liaoning 
Provincial Revolutionary Committee. In his “why cannot the law of the 
people protect Zhang Zhixin,” published by the Guangming Daily on 
July 17, 1997, Ma Rongjie asserts that the sworn follower of the Gang 
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of Four in Liaoning ordered the immediate execution of Zhang Zhixin 
without any appeal. On August 7, 1998 the Southern Weekend claimed 
that “there are more secrets in the case of Zhang Zhixin”—Zhu Jianguo 
(1998) asserted that in an interview with him, Chen Yushan (1979) 
declared that Mao Yuanxin insisted that a life sentence was not enough 
for Zhang. “Kill her” was what he said. In his interview, Zhang Yueqi, 
the secretary of Ren Zhongyi (who chaired the rehabilitated Zhang 
Zhixin), is reported to have said that it was Mao Yuanxin who killed 
Zhang Zhixin. 

All the fingers were pointed at Mao Yuanxin, who happened to be 
the nephew of Mao Zedong, the real target of the Zhang Zhixin story, 
who could not be named. In spite of all these accounts, Su Tieshan does 
not think there is enough evidence to claim that Mao Yuanxin was the 
person who decided to kill Zhang. Mao Yuanxin’s defense lawyer Zhang 
Haini also argued against such an accusation when Mao Yuanxin was 
tried in the 1980s. Mao Yuanxin was responsible but so were the others 
because it was a collective decision. Pointing a figure at Mao the nephew 
was politically convenient for the condemnation of Mao the uncle. 

What made the production and consumption of the Zhang Zhixin 
story so sensational at that time when the backlash against the CR was 
at its height was not just that a pretty young woman was killed for saying 
something in words, but the accusation that her throat was cut before 
her execution to prevent her from shouting reactionary words on the 
execution ground was also shocking. In a stereotypical Peking Opera 
production, Chen Yushan describes the scene: several guards pull Zhang 
down to the ground and cut her throat to take away her right to express 
the truth. However, the good daughter of the Party does not show any 
change of the color on her face, but straightens her chest and stares in a 
dignified manner at her executioners.

In fact Zhang’s throat was not cut. A brutal measure was indeed taken 
that was approved by the justice of the Shenyang Court for the medical 
clinic of the Shenyang Public Security to cut off Zhang’s vocal cord 
before her execution. The detailed description of witness accounts by 
both Chen and Ma show that Zhang’s throat could not have been cut 
because if that were the case Zhang would have died straight away and 
would not have been able to walk toward the execution ground heroically. 

Su Tieshan also points out a significant development: for three months 
from June to September 1979, the media was full of journalist reportage 
of Zhang Zhixin, but then suddenly the reportage stopped and the case 
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was off the agenda. As more and more readers of this media sensation 
demanded justice and wanted to punish those who were behind this 
horrendous crime, the official media declared in a September 12, 1997 
editorial by the Guangming Daily that the murderers of Zhang Zhixin 
were of course the Gang of Four and its sworn followers. Finding out 
who was individually responsible for Zhang’s murder is not undertaken 
because, like so many other cases, the responsibility lies collectively with 
the Gang of Four. The official truth of the Zhang Zhixin case brain-
washed a whole generation of Chinese youth at that time.

the case of li rui 

In the Chinese elite construction of contemporary China, Li Rui, born 
in 1917, is something of a legend. Intelligent, articulate and spirited, Li 
Rui is an ideal prototype Chinese literati. Having studied mechanics in 
Wuhan University, Li was one of the highly educated young Chinese 
who went to Yan’an to join the Communist Revolution. In 1952, just 
three years after the establishment of the PRC, Li was appointed the 
head of China’s water and electricity department. 1958 was the cusp of 
Li’s career when, impressed by his argument against the idea of building 
a dam at the Three Gorges to generate electricity, Mao asked Li to be his 
“part time correspondent secretary” (jianzhi tongxun mishu). Mao gave 
several people this title so as to get more diverse information. Nobody 
except Li Rui claims to have been Mao’s secretary. Within a year after 
this appointment Li only wrote three letters to Mao (Yu Jiaxue 2017). 
Though Li’s 1958 appointment of a correspondent secretary lasted about 
a year until 1959 when Li got into trouble at the Lushan Conference, 
Li often uses the title of Mao’s secretary to boost his credibility for his 
criticism of Mao. 

In 1958, Li became the rising young star in the CCP hierarchy, which 
he embraced. Li’s ambition was not groundless. Li was more than a 
bureaucrat: he was a prolific author and writer, publishing frequently 
in official media outlets even in the early years of the PRC, again 
something that made Li stand out since most of the top CCP officials 
had no formal education. In the eyes of the Chinese elite, Li fits the 
image of a gentleman scholar in traditional China, who not only had the 
ability but also the duty to maintain order under heaven. Li’s most influ-
ential publications are Revolutionary Activities of the Early Comrade Mao 
Zedong, a collection of his writings on Mao (1957), An Actual Record of 
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the Lushan Conference: on the Spot Notes from Mao’s Secretary (1994) and 
Mao Zedong’s Tragic Late Years (1999). 

Apparently, one cannot find a more authoritative and more authentic 
account of the construction of contemporary China than that offered 
by Li Rui. Li appears to be authoritative because he is a participant at 
the very top of the CCP hierarchy, as shown in his Lushan book. The 
authority appears even weightier since Li, as the cleverly marketed title 
of the book shows, was Mao’s secretary. Li appears authentic when he 
critiques Mao as his writings on the young Mao initially inspired Mao’s 
personality cult. 

One of the major propositions of the post-Mao construction of con-
temporary China is the late Mao thesis (Li Rui 1999), which holds 
that Mao would have been a great Chinese leader had he died in 1956, 
the year before the Anti-Rightist Movement. From 1957, to the GLF 
started in 1958, finally to the CR from 1966 to 1976 when Mao died, 
China was a total disaster and it was all Mao’s fault. At least some of 
the Chinese political elite may have some reservations regarding this 
late Mao thesis, but the Chinese literati elite love it. For them this is the 
correct history. For them this is not a construction but a factual record.

However, a crackdown on Li’s credibility began in 2009 when a 
document posted on social media by a person named Zhang Jie spread 
like wildfire (Zhang Jie 2009). The Zhang Jie document is in the form 
of an interview with Zhou Hui, who was born in 1918, and, like Li Rui, 
went to Yan’an to participate in the Revolution as a young enthusiast, 
appointed to be a party secretary of Mao’s home town in Hunan 
Province after the success of the 1949 Revolution, a position higher 
than that of Li Rui. Like Li Rui, Zhou Hui got into trouble during the 
1959 Lushan Conference. Like Li, Zhou was rehabilitated during the 
late 1970s and appointed to important positions in the CCP hierarchy. 
What is explosive in this interview is that Zhou places the blame of 
the disastrous outcome of the Lushan Conference, including his own 
victimization, on Li Rui, who himself was also the victim. Zhou claims 
that Li Rui was largely responsible for the outcome at Lushan because 
not only did he make blunders, but he was also treacherous. 

During the fatal 1959 Lushan Conference, which aimed to correct 
the too-radical GLF and to make adjustment in policies, General Peng 
Dehuai wrote Mao a letter criticizing the GLF, and Mao in turn made 
copies of the letter for every conference participant to read and comment 
on. On July 23, Mao made a speech in which he criticized both the 
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“radical” Left and the “conservative” Right regarding the GLF, but Mao’s 
tendency seemed to favor the Left. In the evening, Zhou Hui, Li Rui 
and Zhou Xiaozhou—the first party secretary of Hunan Province—
went to see Huang Kecheng, the PLA’s chief of staff at that time. Then 
Peng Dehuai came to join them. Together they complained that Mao 
was behaving like the late Stalin, tricky and inconsistent, and covering 
up the truth of the GLF. When they came out of Huang’s residence they 
happened to bump into Luo Ruiqing, the minister of public security and 
Mao’s top personal guard. 

Naturally they were worried that they would be asked what their 
meeting was about. Li Rui thought that the best way to anticipate the 
likely inquiry was to write a letter to Mao to explain what had happened, 
since he believed that he had Mao’s trust. However, in the letter Li Rui 
not only left out much of the contents of the meeting but he also swore 
what he had stated in the letter was the truth, the whole truth and nothing 
but the truth. He further stated that he would accept punishment if 
he had lied. Mao immediately copied Li’s letter and distributed it to 
the conference. However, when questioned, Huang Kecheng admitted 
something that Li was trying to hide, that they had talked about Mao 
behaving like the late Stalin. As a result, trust was broken for everyone, 
not only among the conversation group but between the conversation 
group and other conference participants, and of course between them 
and Mao. The five of them were seen as untrustworthy, and accused of 
forming an anti-Mao and anti-Party clique. 

It can be argued that Li had acted with good intentions as he was 
writing the letter to protect everyone involved. But the next blunder 
made by Li is harder to explain. On August 11, Li changed his position 
180 degrees: he pleaded guilty to anti-party and anti-Mao activities, a 
cowardly act that Li admitted to years later in his own account (Li Rui 
1994). In his interview with Zhang Jie, Zhou claimed that Li went to 
Mao personally not only to confess his mistakes so as to win back Mao’s 
trust but also claiming that there were clique activities within the CCP, 
and that Zhang Wentian (a former top CCP boss, demoted during the 
Yan’an Rectification Movement, and deputy foreign minister during the 
GLF) read Peng Dehuai’s letter before Peng sent it to Mao. Li Rui also 
told Mao that Zhang Wentian even added the words describing the 
GLF as “petty bourgeoisie fanaticism” in Peng’s letter. Li further revealed 
to Mao that Zhang Wentian’s three-hour speech criticizing the GLF 
was also read by Peng prior to its delivery on July 21. So Li seems to 
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have presented evidence that an anti-party clique was forming and that 
the criticism of the GLF was not an individual act of conviction but a 
premeditated group activity. Li got everyone into trouble. 

In the practice of Western democracy, interest group activities are 
the norm and different interests are supposedly represented by different 
group activities. However, in the CCP politics of consensus, which is a 
legacy of the Chinese tradition, group activities are seen as divisive and 
conspiratorial. The irony is that although Li made such a huge effort to 
redeem himself in his confession, Mao did not lift a finger to save him. 
Li had believed that Mao would favor him, but instead Li was dismissed 
from all his official posts. Li was, therefore, understandably a very bitter 
man after the Lushan Conference. 

As Zhou Hui passed away years ago, the authenticity of the Zhang Jie 
document is yet to be confirmed, although doubts were raised, especially 
by the anti-Mao journal yanhuang chunqiu (Han Gang 2013). A 
statement signed under the name of Hui Haiming (2017) was posted on 
social media to declare that Zhou Hui’s family denied the authenticity of 
such an interview. But again that is not confirmed, as it is posted under 
a pseudonym. Zhang Jie (2017) even published an open letter calling Li 
Rui to challenge the interview account. After considering skeptics such 
as the veteran and dissident writer Dai Qing, self-proclaimed historian 
Chun Ming (2016) states that the Zhang Jie document is believable 
because the sequence of events is confirmed by Li’s own account (Li Rui 
1994) and confirmed by Quan Yanchi and Huang Lina (1997). 

Recently a significant publication by Qi Benyu (2016) seems to 
confirm the Zhou Hui interview account. According to Qi, the Minister 
of Public Security Luo Ruiqing did not just bump into the members of 
the conversation group at Huang’s Lushan residence that night. In the 
system every party official has bodyguards who report directly to the 
public security headquarters and who are duty-bound to record official 
activities. Therefore the so-called secret meetings between Peng, Zhang, 
Huang and the Zhou’s were not secret. Qi states that when Li Rui made 
confessions to Mao that night, Mao’s personal secretary, Lin Ke, was 
present. According to Lin Ke, Li Rui also told Mao that during the 
meeting at Huang Kecheng’s residence, Peng made phone calls to the 
army. As a minister of defense there was nothing unusual about him 
making a call to the army. But Li’s insinuation was that this was clique 
activity, which later led to the label of a “military club” because both Peng 
and Huang were in the military.
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selective data for the late mao thesis

One major building block for constructing the late Mao thesis is that 
Mao and Mao alone was responsible for not only the “holocaust” of the 
CR but also the disaster of the GLF. The usually straight-talking Deng 
was circumspect when he talked about the responsibilities of the GLF. In 
his supposed defense of Mao, Deng claimed that Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai 
and himself were also impetuous during the GLF, and that even Chen 
Yun, the most cautious of all, did not air his opposition. But as Lei Shen 
(2009) points out, this is a cunning way of shifting responsibility to Mao. 
In fact it was not just that Deng was not against it, he actively supported 
it. Lei Shen details the speeches and activities that Liu and Deng made 
during the GLF in supporting reckless policies. In his memoirs the then 
general editor of the People’s Daily, Wu Lengxi (1995), admits that Mao 
asked him to resist pressure to publish materials encouraging reckless-
ness. Wu confesses that he made mistakes by ignoring Mao’s warning 
and by surrendering to pressure from other leaders.

This is confirmed by careful research by Yang Lianshu (2009). Yang 
finds that in the second volume of Liu Shaoqi’s Selected Works, covering 
the period between 1957 and 1961, for the five years in question seven 
pieces were chosen, not one of which opposed the radical GLF. More 
remarkable is the blankness of the three years between May 1958 and 
May 1961: Liu was not supposed to have said anything or given any 
instructions. Liu was appointed to replace Mao as the president of the 
PRC in April 1959, and yet until May 1961 nothing said or instructed 
by Liu was included in his selected works. Two speeches by Liu made 
in May 1961 are included, but this was after the CCP’s adjustment was 
more or less complete. 

The same selective approach to excluding information that may 
damage Liu’s reputation is also applied to Zhou Enlai in the Selected 
Works of Zhou Enlai. And the same is also applied to Deng Xiaoping: 
not only there is no evidence of Deng opposing the GLF, but there is 
a blank space covering more than three years. In other words, for more 
than three years Deng said nothing and instructed nothing when he was 
the active and practical manager of the CCP Central Committee as the 
general secretary of the CCP. 

On the other hand, an irony that escapes every commentator and 
every scholar in the field is that in the Selected Works of Mao, more than 
20 pieces, speeches and instructions that are included were all aimed at 
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opposing radicalism and at suppressing fanaticism. And yet everyone 
points a finger at Mao and Mao alone for the disaster of the GLF. The 
famine that resulted from the GLF is even named Mao’s famine. Liu 
Shaoqi did become very critical and worried about GLF policies in 
the spring of 1961. But before that Liu was an active advocator and 
promoter of the public canteen and concept of commune. Liu even 
thought that China could catch up with the UK in one or two years in 
iron and steel production and therefore supported the idea and practice 
of backyard furnaces.

conclusion

Form the Literature of the Wounded to the farewell of revolution, from 
the neo-enlightenment to the late Mao thesis, from the dismantling 
of collective farming to the assembly line of the world, and from the 
denunciation of Mao—especially through the events of the GLF and 
the CR—to the neoliberal narrative of market economy and privatiza-
tion, constructing contemporary Chinese history and China’s political 
development have advanced in parallel. To justify China’s entry into 
global capitalism, revolutionary theory and practice—i.e. the basis on 
which the CCP is built—has to be denounced, and the political content 
and revolutionary ideas of Mao have to be hollowed out. In this process 
there have also been two sets of coordination: coordination between the 
Chinese intellectual elite and the Chinese political elite, and coordina-
tion between the Chinese intellectual elite and that of the West. In many 
cases the Chinese intellectual elite and political elite are one and the 
same. However, in many cases the Chinese intellectual elite, including 
Western-trained Chinese economists—trained either through short 
courses and study tours or degree courses—either propagate neoliberal 
conceptualizations or construct contemporary history to justify political 
actions. The set of coordination between the Chinese intellectual elite 
and that of the West, through foundations, scholarships, prizes and 
awards, is demonstrated by setting up the media agenda, conceptual 
paradigms and support for political dissidents.



6
Why is the Cultural Revolution 

Cultural?

introduction 

“[L]a Chine n’existe pas” (Natacha 1975: 44–45). China exists only in 
the mind because there is no history of China unless someone writes 
about it and there is no knowledge of China unless and until someone 
produces and consumes it. The history and knowledge of the CR is what 
is written on paper or now among the cloud of the internet. Memories 
of the CR don’t last unless they are passed on orally or in writing. With 
modern technologies, producers of knowledge of the CR can be even 
more powerful with audio and visual images. But as we know, memories 
can be faulty, and what one remembers and does not remember about the 
CR is very much directed by conceptual values and beliefs, the empirical 
facts and theoretical implications of which I have dealt with extensively 
(Gao 1994, 1998, 1999b, 2002, 2006). 

In this chapter, and Chapter 7 on the CR, I will demonstrate how 
different data and information can be selected to confirm or to argue 
for different constructions of the CR. As a case study of how China 
is constructed and for what purpose, this chapter aims to demonstrate 
not only that data and information can be selected for specific political 
constructions of the CR, but also (and more importantly) that the CR 
was indeed cultural. 

two different concerns for  
the production of knowledge

During the years of the CR, there was one set of conceptual values 
and beliefs that inspired young and radical Chinese to participate in 
what they believed to be a revolution to change mentality. They were 
passionate and genuine in wanting to break the old in order to build up 
the new in thinking, in cultural practice and in ways of life, in the process 
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of which they left a trail of destruction and human suffering. Related 
conceptual values and beliefs also inspired some young intellectuals and 
students in Europe (Fields 1984) and in American academia, when a 
group of young American scholars who, disgusted by what was seen as 
a bankrupt Western imperialism demonstrated by the unjust, inhuman 
and cruel Vietnam War, thought that they had found an alternative: 
a third way that was different from both the Stalinism and Western 
capitalism—Maoism—most actively on display in the CR. Between 
1968 and 1979 a group in the US called the Concerned Asian Scholars 
mounted a fierce attack on the conceptual values and beliefs held by the 
older generation of Asian studies in general and China studies scholars 
in particular. For the young and the radicals in China and the rest of the 
world, “The Cultural Revolution addressed issues that could not but call 
into question the daily experiences of students and teachers everywhere: 
the division of manual and intellectual labor, the role of science and 
objectivity, the relationship between politics and knowledge and the 
ideological structure of the transmission of learning” (Lanza 2017: 9).

However, after the death of Mao in 1976, and soon after the arrest of 
the so-called Gang of Four, one of whom was Mao’s wife Jiang Qing, 
very few radicals left in the West were prepared for the sudden change 
of political course in China, as Lanza narrates below:

Between 1976 (the death of Mao) and 1981 only three or four essays 
on China were published in the Bulletin and none of them addressed 
directly the radical shift in Chinese politics that began in 1976 and 
its potential consequences. China basically “disappeared” from the 
journal’s pages, it became a conspicuous absence, the veritable elephant 
in the room. When it reappeared, in a double issue in 1981, the con-
tributors to the Bulletin struggled to cope with the new China and the 
very different image of Maoism it presented. Gone was the optimism 
towards the Chinese model, gone was the possibility of alternative 
policies, but also gone was much of the grounding that since 1968 
had provided a foundation to the collective subject of the Concerned 
Asian Scholars. (Lanza 2017: 7–8)

When I was a young academic and naïve about the politics of scholarship 
and academia, I wrote a couple of pieces on the CR which were published 
in the Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, the journal mentioned above, 
launched by the Concerned Asian Scholars Committee. The then dean 
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of humanities and social sciences at Tasmania University, the sociolo-
gist Professor Malcom Waters, said to me that “bulletin” did not sound 
scholarly and nor did “concerned” sound academic. As an indication 
of the change the Bulletin changed its name to Critical Asian Studies 
in 2000. 

In fact it is not entirely “the end of concern,” as termed by Lanza. 
There is concern from the other side of politics, the concern of human 
rights victims of the CR in general and about the CR in particular. The 
Belgian Australian scholar Pierre Ryckmans, who wrote under the pen 
name Simon Leys, asserts that the CR had nothing revolutionary about 
it except the name and nothing cultural about it except the pretext (Leys 
1977). To him it was a power struggle between a handful of men behind 
the smokescreen of a fictitious mass movement. Ryckmans was hailed 
as a prophet by the new generation of scholars, because he has been 
confirmed by the post-Mao Chinese who “themselves say so.” 

In post-Mao China, total denunciation of the CR has been the official 
edict and unannounced denegation of Mao has been the unofficial 
practice. One can blame anything on the CR. He Weifang (2016), one of 
the so-called “contacts” of the US embassy in Beijing and a law professor 
well known in journalist and academic circles in the West because of his 
dissident views regarding the Chinese regime, claimed to be an “out-
standing” member of the CCP (He Weifang 2012). Yet in his interview 
with Sohu, he argued that the CR had made China cruel and numb to 
the extent that all current problems are related to the CR (Fuxingwang 
2016). One can make any accusation about China under the leadership 
of Mao, no matter how absurd it is. Former Italian Prime Minister Silvio 
Berlusconi once declared that the Chinese would boil babies to fertilize 
land in the Mao era (Los Angeles Times 2006). Mao and the CR, like 
Stalin, are the key words of the black book on communism in today’s 
political discourse. 

Chronicles, annals, gazetteers, a collection of speeches, academic and 
scholarly endeavors and hundreds of concentrated media outlets have 
all been out to produce one conceptualized knowledge of the CR: “a ten 
year disaster or holocaust,” “unprecedented in Chinese history” and the 
“darkest period of Chinese history.” Had it not been for the invention 
of the internet, which provides an alternative venue for dissenting voices 
and for sharing different datasets and different interpretations of this 
data, it would have been the end of history for the CR. 
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constructing of the cultural revolution 
regarding the personality of liu shaoqi

A discussion of the CR has to deal with the personality of Liu Shaoqi. 
I will start with Dikötter (2016), who claims that Mao was insensitive 
to human loss, nonchalantly handing down killing quotas, and that the 
CR was about an old man settling personal scores at the end of his life. 
What happened to Liu Shaoqi is typically narrated in the literature as 
Mao’s personal revenge. Not only was Mao said to have used ideological 
differences as an excuse, but Liu was also said to have died strapped to a 
prison bed, untreated by doctors. 

If the CR was meant to get rid of Mao’s opponent Liu Shaoqi, then 
one has to explain why the CR lasted ten years, since only three months 
after the official launch of the CR in 1966 Liu was already demoted 
to number eight in the CCP hierarchy. Furthermore, in October 1968 
the CCP Central Committee Congress passed a resolution not only to 
strip Liu of all his official positions in the CCP and the Chinese state, 
but also to expel him from the Party, a disciplinary act considered the 
most serious punishment for anyone in the system. If the CR was just 
a personal power struggle then there was no rationale for the CR to 
continue toward the 1970s until Mao died in 1976. 

In fact there had been continuous differences between Mao and Liu 
in terms of the conceptualization of China’s development. According 
to Liu Shaoqi’s wife, Wang Guangmei (Wang Guangmei, Liu Yuan, 
et al. 2000), an intelligent and courageous woman who not only lost 
her husband but also suffered personal humiliation during the CR, it 
was based on Mao’s own suggestion that a collective decision was made 
that Liu was assigned to work on the front line of the state while Mao 
retained power behind the curtain. Therefore it was not the case that 
Mao lost power to Liu after the failure of the GLF, an assumption that 
is almost universally held. 

Mao’s decision to demote Liu was based on profound conceptual dif-
ferences. From the 1950s, Liu’s thinking and working style had already 
become different to that of Mao’s, and when Mao had new ideas, Liu 
found it difficult to follow. However, as Wang points out there was never 
a power struggle and the two got on well personally (Sun Xingsheng 
2010). 

In fact, fundamental differences between Liu and Mao existed before 
the CCP takeover of power in 1949. Liu was a strict and efficient admin-
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istrator who advocated Party discipline as a tool to tame its members. In 
his On the Cultivation of CCP Members published in 1939, Liu issued 
a disciplinary statement to CCP members: to be a docile tool of the 
Party is a test of the member’s character. A real Communist must be the 
Party’s docile tool, and must obey the Party unconditionally and work 
for the Party tirelessly. Mao (1942), however, in 1942, declared that a 
CCP member has to think about the issue carefully to find out whether 
it is realistic and reasonable. One should not follow blindly and should 
not be a good slave. 

Of course, we should consider the different ideas in their historical 
context. Liu’s focus then was on CCP party discipline whereas Mao had 
in mind the audience who followed the Soviet Russian-trained Inter-
nationalists headed by Wang Ming. While the CCP was still struggling 
to survive, the difference between them not only did not matter but was 
also useful: Mao targeted those at the center whereas Liu targeted the 
CCP members as a collective. But after the CCP took over power in 
China and when Mao had different ideas about the future direction of 
China, these kind of philosophical differences started to matter, as I will 
discuss shortly, and mattered fatally. Mao and Liu were two different 
personalities not only in their working style but also in their conceptual-
ization of China and the world. 

This is evident in what happened during the large 1962 conference 
of 7,000 participants: a conference that reflected the failure of the GLF, 
which gave the specious perception that Liu wanted to blame Mao for 
the GLF failures; hence the rationale for the anti-Maoist producer of 
the truth that the CR was a personal power struggle. Gao Wenqian 
(2007) thinks that the forever-suspicious Mao launched the CR because 
he was jealous of Liu, as Liu’s reputation rose after the GLF. But the fact 
that Mao was angry with Liu was nothing personal: they simply had 
profound conceptual differences on the future direction of China. Again, 
Wang Guangmei understands this very well in hindsight: Mao thought 
that the practice of “contracting farming to the households” was a road 
to capitalism and Mao blamed Liu for not stopping the practice (Sun 
Xingsheng 2010).

This conceptual difference between Mao and Liu came to the 
surface again in January 1965 at a Central Committee work conference, 
when Mao warned that the Socialist Education Movement (SEM) 
should be aimed at solving the contradictions between socialism and 
capitalism, whereas Liu thought the SEM should just cleanse the CCP 
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officials who had problems with practical work, organizational matters 
and financial irregularity or corruption. According to Liu Yuan (Sun 
Xingsheng 2010), one of the most articulate of Liu’s children, when 
Liu realized that Mao was not happy with the way Liu ran state affairs, 
Liu went to Mao to apologize for his not “respecting” the chairman, to 
which Mao replied that this had nothing to do with respect but with 
Marxist principles, with which he was not going to make concessions. In 
1979, when Sun Xingsheng interviewed Wang Guangmei, he asked one 
direct question: did Mao want to launch the CR to get rid of Liu? Wang 
replied clearly: no, the CR had a lot to do with the SEM. It was not 
personal. To Mao the development of the SEM had already shown two 
issues that were crucial to the development of the CR: (1) the problem 
with the CCP was not just a matter of discipline, or even corruption, but 
a matter of principle regarding the direction that China was to take—a 
contest between socialism and capitalism—boiling down to the issue 
of whether to maintain collective agriculture; and (2) how to conduct 
political movements—from top to bottom or from bottom to top—to 
let the masses master their own affairs with CCP guidance or to impose 
party control and discipline so as to maintain order. 

On both issues, Mao failed. Collective agriculture was dismantled 
and China became naked capitalism. No mass movement was allowed 
and top to bottom control was maintained at all costs: an approach 
symbolized by the crackdown of the Beijing protests in 1989. What 
Deng Xiaoping, who was named the number two capitalist roader, did 
after the death of Mao proved exactly what Mao had feared: China’s 
road to capitalism started with the dismantling of collective farming.

the differences between liu and deng

Deng had survived the CR to fulfill his vision of what China should be 
like, but the top capitalist roader died a miserable death in 1969. When 
Deng was evacuated to a remote place in Jiangxi as Liu was to Kaifeng, 
Liu was already on his deathbed without any members of his family 
around him, whereas Deng lived in a huge house with his wife. Mao 
protected Deng but not Liu. 

However, there was one crucial difference between Liu and Deng in 
this respect that is often ignored: Liu’s wife was under official investiga-
tion whereas Deng’s was not. Liu’s wife, Wang Guangmei, was not only 
personally humiliated in public but also under a high-level investigation 
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and prosecution at the beginning of the CR because she was involved 
in two events that were crucial to the development of the CR: the SEM 
and a work team at Tsinghua University. Wang headed a team and imple-
mented Liu’s idea and practice of the SEM and produced a report called 
the “Taoyuan Jingyan” (“Taoyuan Experience”). At the beginning of the 
CR, when the “work teams” were sent to various schools and universities, 
Wang headed a team posted to the most important centers of student 
rebellion at Tsinghua University. Wang was accused of suppressing the 
masses on both occasions, the two occasions that reflected profound 
conceptual and political differences between Mao and Liu Shaoqi. The 
official post-Mao publications invariably accuse Mao’s wife Jiang Qing 
of doing things that she had no right to do, but never offer an explana-
tion of why Liu arranged for his wife to engage in such important tasks. 
In other words, when the CR started, Wang Guangmei was not treated 
as just Liu’s wife but as a political figure expected to answer for her own 
political activities. 

There was also a personality difference between Liu and Deng: Deng 
was flexible and knew how to enjoy life outside work. He liked to play 
bridge and drink Maotai, he smoked heavily and let things go if required. 
Liu was everything that Deng was not: stubborn and stern, not only to 
the people who worked with him and his family but also to himself. So 
when Liu heard the news that he was expelled from the Party he could 
not take it and his health went downhill. 

The crucial question is: why was Liu expelled from the Party but not 
Deng? Liu was expelled from the Party not on the basis of any of the 
conceptual and political differences with Mao mentioned above, but due 
to the tripartite crime of pantu, neijian and gongzei (turncoat, hidden 
traitor and scab). All the accusations had something to do with the 
fact that Liu was doing underground work organizing workers’ protests 
during the early period of his Communist career (MacFarquhar and 
Schoenhals 2006). Deng, however, seemed to have a “clear” past, though 
one accusation sticks to him even today: during one fierce battle, Deng, 
one of the top commanders, disappeared from the fighting front and 
turned up later in Shanghai. Otherwise Deng had a credible past, proved 
himself in the “Red Area” (remote rural areas with the Red Army), had 
gone through the Long March and commanded armies in battles. Liu 
Shaoqi was different: he used to work in the “White Area,” urban areas 
occupied and administered by the Nationalist government. Liu, like 
many underground Communists, was arrested and came out of jail, 
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apparently unharmed. As was well known, the Nationalists were brutal 
to the Communists and many were simply shot if they did not confess or 
hand over information about their comrades. Suspicion was raised about 
the circumstances under which Liu was released from jail. 

Again, in the production and consumption of knowledge regarding 
the CR, the difference between Deng and Liu is not discussed and not 
stressed enough. Among many of the high-ranking army officers and 
officials with a Red Areas background there was not only a suspicion of 
those who worked underground in the White Areas, but also a sense of 
unfairness. This sense was enhanced by the fact that many of the most 
important state machine positions were occupied by those of the White 
Areas background, as they had more formal education and seemed more 
articulate. The sense of deservedness by the Red Areas veterans resulted 
from the fact that the CCP won power because of their life-and-death 
fight, not because of a working-class movement. It did not take much 
for some to be unsympathetic to Liu and his wife Wang, considering 
also that she was highly educated and from a wealthy capitalist family 
background and used to have personal contacts with Americans before 
she joined the Revolution.

There was supposed to be a lot of evidence, after a lengthy investi-
gation, to “prove” the allegations that Liu betrayed the party and the 
working-class movement. But what actually happened is still one of the 
darkest secrets of the CCP (MacFarquhar and Schoenhals 2006, Han 
Suyin 1994). According to Gao Wenqian (2007: 178–82), Zhou Enlai, 
who was assigned head of the special case of the Liu Shaoqi investi-
gation, knew that the accusations against Liu could not be sustained 
and therefore slowed the process of the investigation. Frustrated by 
Zhou’s delaying tactic, according to Gao Wenqian, Mao “replaced him 
as head of the special investigative group with Jiang Qing and appointed 
Kang Sheng, the security chief, to assist the Madam” (2007: 178). Gao 
Wenqian asserts that it was Jiang Qing, helped by Kang Sheng, who 
framed Liu Shaoqi and Zhou Enlai and was forced to cave in by putting 
his signature on the final verdict that was the basis for expelling Liu from 
the Party. Though Gao Wenqian is treated in the West as some sort of 
authority on the life of Zhou Enlai, I am not convinced by his account. 
There are three problems. First, there is no evidence offered regarding 
the assertion that Mao urged Jiang Qing to frame Liu. Second, the 
claim that Zhou was forced to sign off the paper and the assertion that 
Jiang Qing replaced Zhou as head of the investigation are not coherent. 
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Zhou’s signature was not required as a formality if Jiang Qing was the 
head of the investigation. Finally, in signing the paper Zhou appeared 
to have written a long text condemning Liu (Gao Wenqian 2007: 181). 
But if he was forced to do something against his conscience he did not 
need to go to such lengths, because a simple yes would be enough to 
save his own skin. It is most likely that some evidence was manufactured 
and some data were selected, while other information that proved Liu 
was innocent were not included so as to prove a predetermined decision. 
Though Liu was rehabilitated posthumously, the circumstances by 
which he might have been framed still remain murky. 

the death of liu shaoqi

The post-Mao reconstruction of Liu aims to show that Liu was 
maltreated, by excluding data and information that he was in fact looked 
after, at least medically. That Liu Shaoqi was untreated and uncared for 
is a narrative repeated in Chinese official publications (Li Chao 2010). 
The motivation, as with Dikötter, for such selective use of information 
is first to construct the image that the CR was personal, and second 
that Mao was an evil monster. That there is information that shows 
otherwise hardly makes a dent in the accepted truth of the CR because 
of the political conviction that the evil Communist regime led by the 
monster Mao could not treat its opponents in a humane way. 

According to Gu Yingqi (2016), there were not only regular nurses 
but also a chef to look after Liu when he was ill. Gu, like Li Zhisui who 
participated in the manufacturing of A Private Life of Chairman Mao 
under the guidance of his American mentors (Gao 2008), was a health 
care physician at the central office of the CCP, looking after leaders like 
Liu Shaoqi. Gu was also an attending doctor at the Beijing Hospital, the 
deputy director of the Zhongnanhai compound (where the top Chinese 
leaders were residing at that time), a principal military medical officer 
and later deputy minister of health. Gu was assigned to look after Liu. 
In June 1968, when doctors advised that Liu’s daily consumption of six 
eggs should be reduced to two and the Liu should eat less pork but more 
beef, soya products and vegetables, the staff acted accordingly. Gu insists 
that there was no negligence.

Through Wang Dongxing, the director of the CCP Central Office, 
Mao and Zhou had instructed the medical personnel to do everything 
possible to treat Liu. When Liu was seriously sick in July 1968, 
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Professors Tao Leheng, Huang Wan and Dr. Dong Changcheng of the 
CCP central leadership at the Zhongnanhai compound actually worked 
and lived in Liu’s house. There were also four nurses, some of whom 
had to sleep on the floor. In doing so they rescued Liu seven times from 
serious pneumonia. When Liu could not get off the bed there were 
nurses to wash him. The forever cautious Zhou Enlai instructed the 
medial staff to take photos of the bedroom where Liu was treated to 
make sure that there was enough light, that the room was clean and that 
the bedding was washed clean white. From July 1968 to August 1969 a 
total of 40 consultation treatments took place at Liu’s home when his life 
was in danger, involving a group of the best doctors in China. The best 
medicine available was used, some of which was imported.

Like other top leaders of the CCP such as Deng Xiaoping, Chen 
Yun, Chen Yi and Ye Jianying, in an apparent effort to anticipate a 
possible Soviet Russian military invasion, Liu was evacuated and flown 
to Kaifeng on the 17th October 1969. Dr. Dong Changcheng and nurses 
Cao Bing and Ji Xiuyun accompanied Liu with emergency medical 
equipment to Kaifeng, but the duty of care was handed over to local 
medical staff on November 6, 1969. On November 10, 1969 Liu passed 
away. Liu was certainly in poor health since 1968 and would most likely 
have lived longer had he not been politically victimized. The evacuation 
probably accelerated the bad health situation, but to say that Liu was not 
treated humanely is not true, according to Gu, as someone responsible 
for looking after Liu.

the cultural is the political and  
the political is the cultural

Mao liked operas, especially Chinese traditional ones, but, as his disap-
pointment with his colleagues on the issue of collective agriculture grew 
he was increasingly unhappy with the content in the field of Chinese 
art, especially the performing arts, as he thought they were all about 
emperors, ministers, scholars and pretty women. They did not reflect 
contemporary society and did not have working and laboring people 
playing any roles. To sooth Mao’s anger at the Ministry of Culture for 
what Mao termed a “dangerous revisionist” phenomenon, the mayor of 
Beijing, one of the most powerful figures at the time, Peng Zhen, headed 
what was called the Cultural Revolution Group of five people in 1964 
to carry out the task of reforming literature and the arts, especially the 
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performing arts. So the supposed CR had already started in 1964, two 
years ahead of the official CR in 1966. 

As Clark (2008) convincingly documents, the CR was not only 
intended to be cultural, with its origin years before, but also achieved 
innovation and vitality which impacted years later. However, by 1965 
Mao was increasingly frustrated by Peng Zhen’s Cultural Revolution 
Groups for not making any substantial progress—not because Peng 
did not intend to do something, but because he understood the task of 
cultural reform as purely involving the cultural aspect. 

While Mao gave up hope in the Beijing Cultural Revolution Group, 
some radicals in Shanghai, organized by Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, and 
clearly encouraged by Mao himself, published a critique of a play titled 
The Dismissal of Hai Rui in the Shanghai-based newspaper the Wenhui 
Daily. Hai Rui was a Qing Dynasty official (1514–87), one of whose 
most controversial acts was to expropriate the land that had been annexed 
by the rich and powerful and redistribute it to the original owners. The 
author of the critique of the play, which was written by the accomplished 
writer Wu Han who was then deputy mayor of Beijing, was the then 
unknown personality Yao Wenyuan. Understandably, Peng Zhen was 
not happy with the direct attack from Shanghai on one of his colleagues, 
especially when he did not know that Mao was behind the attack. Peng 
demolished the publication and would not allow it to appear in media 
outlets in Beijing: an act that led to his own downfall. 

What Peng Zhen and his colleagues did not, or pretended not to, 
understand was that for Mao the cultural was clearly the political. At 
the Lushan Conference in 1959 the then minister of defense, Marshal 
Peng Dehuai, was dismissed in the aftermath of the GLF, a fatal event 
after which Wu Han wrote The Dismissal of Hai Rui. Mao related the 
dismissal of the historical figure Hai Rui to the dismissal of his Defense 
Minister Peng Dehuai politically because of the crucial issue of land 
ownership. As discussed in the last section, and according to Liu’s wife, 
Wang Guangmei, Mao was unhappy with Liu in 1962 for failing to 
stop the practice of household farming contracts. For Mao that risked 
dismantling the system of collective agriculture. Mao wanted to apply 
the critique of The Dismissal of Hai Rui to counter-attack the critique of 
the dismissal of Peng Dehuai in relation to the issue of redistribution of 
land as a measure to destroy the collective system. 

Again as confirmed by Wang Guangmei, in 1964 Mao was not happy 
with Liu because of the latter’s working style with respect to the SEM. 
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For Mao, the SEM should not have been directed at a vast number 
of ordinary CCP party members, but at those CCP cadres in leading 
positions at various levels of government. At the same time, Mao made 
a range of critical remarks regarding the Chinese state machine, labeling 
the Ministry of Health as the Ministry of the Urban Lord because most 
of the meager resources were allocated to the urban sector whereas 
the majority of Chinese lived and worked in the rural sector, and he 
criticized China’s education system for not only damaging the health of 
students but for being out of touch with reality. 

For Mao the cultural and the political could not be separated. But for 
Peng Zhen and his colleagues the cultural was just a scholarly debate that 
should be politically neutral. Therefore, in a document called “Outlines of 
the Report on the Current Academic Debates” drafted in February 1966 
under the supervision of Peng Zhen as a Cultural Revolution Group 
document, one of the most controversial statements was that “everyone 
should be equal in matters of truth” in scholarly debates. For Mao there 
was no politically neutral scholarly debate. Mao decided to take action 
and called an enlarged Politburo meeting during which a document 
titled “Notification by the CCP Central Committee” was issued on May 
16, 1966, hence the official starting date of the CR. The notification 
declared that there were figures such as Khrushchev who were asleep 
in the Party. It was also at this meeting that the Cultural Revolution 
Group headed by Peng Zhen was dismissed. Instead the new Cultural 
Revolution Small Group was set up and headed by Chen Boda, Kang 
Sheng and Zhang Chunqiao from Shanghai, with Jiang Qing as the 
deputy. In this notification some main ideas of the CR are laid out: “one 
has to break the old before one can establish the new,” “the cow ghost 
and snake spirit”—an earthy Chinese way of referring to demons and 
monster of bad characters—have to be criticized. Then in August 1966 
the Eleventh Plenary Session of the Eighth CCP National Congress of 
the CCP was held in Beijing, during which Mao wrote a few lines on 
a piece of used newspaper attacking Liu, resulting in Liu’s demotion to 
number eight in the CCP hierarchy. 

The main CR document, the “Sixteen Articles”, was issued by the 
conference, in which some of the major CR ideas and practices were 
promoted, including the idea of mobilizing and relying on the masses, 
the idea of bombarding the capitalist headquarters, of breaking away 
with the “four olds” (old ideas, old culture, old habits and old customs) 
and the “four big freedoms” (freedom of putting up posters, freedom of 
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debates, freedom of protest and freedom of criticism), which were to be 
written into the Chinese Constitution in 1969 but abolished after the 
death of Mao. The “Sixteen Articles” document also stresses that the 
struggle should be carried out in words, not in physical fighting, and that 
the majority of the party officials are good and that even the bad ones 
should be allowed to change and should be welcomed back if reformed. 
As the CR was meant to be cultural, the document specifically points out 
the necessity of an educational reform, the contents of which included 
the shortening of the length of schooling, simpler courses and students’ 
engagement in other forms of learning such as farming, working in a 
factory and in military affairs. It also points out that measures should 
be taken to protect scientists, and that the aim of revolution was not to 
disrupt economic activities but to promote production. 

violence, and china as a method

The Red Guards, the Gang of Four, and most of all Mao himself, have 
been condemned for the violence and cruelty that occurred during the 
CR. This officially sanctioned and widely accepted historical knowledge 
has been supported by the production of the “literature of the wounded,” 
of memoirs and autobiographies by well-known writers such as Ba Jin 
and Ji Xianlin, by Nien Cheng and the even more popular Jung Chang, 
and by the production of media sensations like the execution of Zhang 
Zhixin. As someone who was a teenage Red Guard during the CR, I 
witnessed violence and cruelty, though on a very small scale and to a 
lesser degree in the area of a rural village. The empirical evidence and 
human suffering cannot be denied. 

I was spoon-fed quotations from Mao’s Little Red Book, quotations 
taken out of context; those most frequently recited include “revolution 
is not a dinner party, nor embroidery or writing an essay” and “the 
crux of Marxism is that rebellion is justified.” The theoretical origin 
of violence and cruelty blamed on Mao is identifiable. Based on this 
kind of evidence the historical knowledge of the good against evil and 
of humanity triumphing over the inhumane monster Mao is simple and 
easily explained. From this perspective it is totally incomprehensible and 
utterly perplexing, as Jung Chang reminds us, that the Chinese have 
not removed the portrait of Mao from the Tiananmen Rostrum and 
removed his body from Tiananmen Square. China has not changed and 
will not change so long as the CCP is in power. Thus China is a method, 
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and the CR is a particularly convincing element to be used to demon-
strate not only the evil of communism but also the necessity of getting 
rid of it. 

Simplicity is beautiful, as Einstein famously said. But historical reality 
is never simple. Human beings want comfort but historical reality is 
never comfortable. Regarding the CR, if we probe the question of the 
origin of the Red Guard, the question of who carried out the violence and 
the question of how a cultural revolution turned into a violent physical 
one, then nothing is simple and comfortable for either the victims or the 
producers of knowledge about the CR. 

the origin of the red guards and different 
conceptualizations of the cultural revolution

The person who coined the term Red Guard is Zhang Chengzhi, then 
a teenage student who is a well-known contemporary writer. The term 
was first used in public in a poster on May 29, 1966. To be a Red Guard 
became fashionable largely because Mao, on August 18, was wearing a 
Red Guard band on his arm on the Tiananmen Rostrum during one 
of the eight inspections of millions of students in the square. The first 
groups of the Red Guards were from the elite schools in Beijing and most 
of them were sons and daughters of high-ranking CCP party officials 
and army officers. It was these people who first put up posters criticiz-
ing their teachers and school administrators for imposing overly strict 
academic standards that had allowed the enrolment of students who 
had non-revolutionary family backgrounds. However, when students 
of non-revolutionary backgrounds rose up to rebel in the name of Red 
Guards, their attempted targets were not teachers, but the power holders 
at their schools. Violence and fractions arose between May and August 
1966, referred to as the 50 days. 

Fractions arose because there were mainly two groups of students, both 
claiming to be Red Guards defending Maoism. There was the fraction 
of the establishment consisting of students whose parents were power 
holders. It was the princelings who initiated the Red Guards organization 
and took the CR as a movement to attack the taken-for-granted class 
enemies like the Rightists, former landlords and capitalists, and those of 
so-called counter-revolutionary backgrounds. There was also a group of 
students whose parents were professionals from non-revolutionary back-
grounds who would be happy to attack the power holders so as to claim 
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a space in the ruling hierarchy and the state machine. Both groups could 
claim Maoist legitimacy depending on how the CR was interpreted. 
Take the CR idea of tackling the four olds—old ideas, old culture, old 
habits and old customs—as an example. If one interpreted the four olds 
idea as the four olds belonging to Chinese society in the past, then the 
former landlords and capitalists would be the CR targets, as understood 
by the princeling Red Guards. If one interpreted the four olds as the 
cultural, the mentality that the CCP, the government and army power 
holders could and had taken on themselves, then the contemporary 
power holders would be the targets, as understood by the Rebel Red 
Guards. Clearly there were two kinds of conceptualizations of CR 
targets. Both groups of students understood their own conceptualization 
instinctively but neither was theoretically articulated at the beginning of 
the CR. If anything, the princeling Red Guards’ conceptualization was 
more readily acceptable and understood. Hence the difficulty for Mao 
and his radical colleagues. 

Violence arose precisely because of the contest between these two 
understandings of the conceptual framework of class enemies. This is 
also closely related to another issue, that of working style, which Mao 
took to be crucial because he saw it as a political issue: whether the 
masses were allowed to mobilize and take matters into their own hands. 
The power holders headed by Liu and Deng would certainly not allow 
that. Take the example of Beijing Normal University, where one of Deng 
Xiaoping’s daughters, Deng Rong, was a student. Through his daughter 
Deng was informed of the development and therefore directed the CR at 
Beijing Normal. Hu Qili, then a rising young cadet at the Youth League, 
a cradle for Communist officials and bureaucrats, was received by Deng 
at his home on May 7, 1966, together with two student representatives, 
Liu Jin and Song Bingbing, both children of high-ranking CCP officials. 
In early 1967, Hu Qili (1967) wrote a poster, “Deng Xiaoping is the 
Black Commander of Suppressing Students at the Middle School for 
Girls at Beijing Normal University,” a poster that revealed the content 
of Deng’s reception. Deng instructed that no organization should be 
allowed to appear without permission or they would be categorized as 
illegal, and that the CR had to be managed by the Party organs at all 
levels. In fact later in April 1967, when the situation changed dramati-
cally, Deng Rong (1967) wrote a poster criticizing her father along the 
same lines as Hu Qili, which was published by the Liberation Daily and 
Guangming Daily.
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violence

Liu himself admitted that he could not follow the CR because he was 
just an old revolutionary who came across new problems. It is quite likely 
that Liu did not really understand what Mao wanted the CR to do. 
In running the day-to-day work, Liu as the first deputy of Mao and 
Deng as the general secretary of the CCP Central Committee would 
not allow the bottom-up approach and wanted to maintain tight party 
control over the students. So they decided to send “work teams” to the 
schools and universities to manage the increasingly agitated students. 
However, the work teams sent by them were not “moderate,” as suggested 
by Johnson (2016). They wanted to suppress the student movement 
as they did during the 1957 Anti-Rightist Movement. During the 50 
days from May to August 1966, from a total of around 300,000 tertiary 
students and teaching staff in 53 institutions in Beijing, 12,802 of them 
(10,211 students and 2,591 teachers, about one in every 23 people) were 
victimized as Rightists or counter-revolutionaries by the work teams. 
That is the reason behind Mao’s assertion in his poster attacking Liu 
in August 1966 for suppressing different opinions by “white terror” and 
practicing dictatorship against the masses, a suppression that was “left in 
form but right in essence.” Mao further points out that Liu did the same 
thing during the SEM, implicating the “Taoyuan Experience” report, 
which largely led to the misfortune of Wang Guangmei.

The work teams’ approach to the CR during the 50 days was later 
summarized by the Rebel radicals as “attack the broad masses of people 
so as to protect the small number of power holders.” The princeling Red 
Guards not only reported to their parents what happened at their schools 
but also supported the work teams. The way the CR was conducted at 
the beginning in Beijing also spread to other parts of the country. In 
Wuhan University, for instance, 1,242 students and staff were victimized 
by the work team. While the work teams and princeling Red Guards 
were conducting the CR according to their conceptual understanding 
and based on their political interest, the Rebel Red Guards were increas-
ingly encouraged by the CR radicals represented by the new Cultural 
Revolution Small Group dominated by Jiang Qing. On July 1, 1966 for 
instance, the main “theoretical” CCP journal the Red Flag published an 
editorial stating “have faith in the masses and rely on the masses,” the 
spirit of which was clearly contrary to what the work teams were doing. 
Resistance against the work teams was gaining momentum, especially 
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after the two CR radicals Wang Li and Guan Feng paid a visit to the 
Tsing Hua University Rebel “hero” Kuai Dafu, who was detained by the 
work team headed by Liu’s wife Wang Guangmei. 

Clearly violence during the first 50 days period of the CR was carried 
out by the work teams, organized by the central government led by 
Liu and Deng. The victims of violence were students, teachers, profes-
sionals of non-revolutionary backgrounds, noted scholars and writers, 
and some party officials. The fraction that actually understood the real 
intention of Mao and the CR was suppressed. It was the August 1966 
decisions which issued the “Sixteen Articles” and demoted Liu Shaoqi 
that “liberated” the Rebel Red Guards. However, this political reversal 
invoked a violent backlash from the princeling Red Guards, who finally 
realized that the CR did not match their understanding of it.

xijiu (west district policing)  
and liandong (united action)

One leading figure of the princeling Red Guards was Kong Dan, whose 
father was the minister of investigation, and whose mother was the 
deputy director of Zhou Enlai’s office. According to Kong Dan (2015a), 
what was called xijiu, whose members were teenagers who issued general 
orders concerning the running of the CR and China, was headed by 
Kong himself as the general commander, with Chen Xiaolu (son of 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Chen Yi) and Dong Lianghe (son of Dong 
Biwu, vice president of the PRC) as deputies. Kong reveals that most 
of the 13 General Orders issued by Xijiu were drafted by Li Sanyou, 
whose father was deputy minister of public security. In fact Zhou Enlai’s 
office provided logistics support for xijiu and Zhou Enlai even asked 
xijiu to keep order at Beijing Railway Station (Kong 2015). Kong admits 
that xijiu was an instinctive reaction among the princelings to the devel-
opment of the CR when it was clear that it was directed toward old 
revolutionary officials. Kong admits that xijiu was a reaction to the CR: 
we have to protect our parents and keep the order of the state (Kong 
Dan 2015a). Kong not only thought that what he and his princeling Red 
Guards comrades did was natural but also legitimate. However, what 
Kong Dan does not state is what they actually did, especially in terms of 
the violence committed (Wen Bei 2015). 

By the standard CCP knowledge framework of class struggle, xijiu 
members, including Xu Wenlian (son of General Xu Haidong) and 
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Deng Xiaoping’s daughter Deng Rong, wanted to direct the Red Guard 
movements toward the old six black categories of class enemies—the 
landlords, rich peasants, counter-revolutionaries, bad elements, Rightists 
and capitalists—so as to defend their powerful parents. They even set 
up torture rooms, jails and labor reform detention centers. In these 
detention centers in No 1 and No 6 Middle Schools where princelings 
were heavily concentrated, 200 were tortured, some to death. Those 
who died during this period include playwright Bai Xin, archaeolo-
gist Chen Mengjia, editor of the People’s Daily Chen Xiaoyu, historian 
He Ji, pathologist Hu Zhengxiang, educationalist Huang Guozhang, 
General Huang Shaoxian, writer Kong Jue, early communist revolu-
tionary Li Da, journalist Liu Keling, entomologist Lu Jinlun, classical 
literature expert Xi Luxi, geologist Xie Jiarong, Kunqu opera actor Yan 
Huizhu, conductor Yang Jialun, educationalist Yu Dayin, journalist 
Chen Zhengqing, secretary of the Youth League as the school attached 
to Qinghua University Liu Shuhua  and the well-known author Lao She 
(Wen Bei 2015). 

Qi Benyu points out that well-known figures such as Shangguan 
Yunzhu and Ma Sicong also died during the period. Jiang Qing even 
wanted to find out who was responsible for the death of these artists 
(Qi Benyu 2016). In their fourth General Order the xijiu teenagers 
ordered the targets of class dictatorship to move out of Beijing, and 
85,198 Beijing residents were repatriated to their original hometowns. 
The practice of chaojia (search one’s house and confiscate personal 
properties) was also widely carried out by xijiu (Qi Benyu 2016). They 
would wear army uniforms and ride brand new bikes, and some of them 
even had jeeps and used the slogans like “long live red terror” to justify 
their detention and torturing. The Beijing Daxing Massacre was one 
of the most horrendous crimes at that time. If one searches the key 
words “Beijing Daxing Massacre” on the internet there are many entries 
describing the brutality, and some explicitly blame Mao and the CR 
radicals for what happened. However, according to Qi Benyu (2016) it 
was the princeling Red Guards who were responsible and it was the CR 
radicals who stopped them.

Were their parents behind this kind of organized and planned 
violence? Kong Dan admits that they thought they had the backing of 
Zhou Enlai (Kong Dan 2015a). Kong says that all the general orders to 
these teenagers, issued as documents from the Central Committee of the 
CCP, were read by his mother who affirmed her support, though Kong 



why is the cultural revolution cultural?  .  125

Dan also states that his mother read them only after they were issued 
and he and his comrades did not get direct guidance from either his 
mother or Zhou. On August 31, 1966 General Ye Jianying was reported 
to have said, when receiving Kong Dan on the Tiananmen Rostrum, that 
general orders by xijiu were good (Wen Bei 2015). Veteran Communist 
leaders Tan Zhenlin and Li Xiannian also praised the actions by xijiu 
and Zhou Ronxin, director of Zhou Enlai Office, allocated office space 
for the xijiu headquarters (Wen Bei 2015). 

It is possible that neither Zhou Enlai nor the teenagers’ high-ranking 
party officials and army officer parents were behind the princeling 
actions. However, what is clear is that those teenagers talked and acted 
with confidence as they were the masters of the country and of the state. 

In December, two of the liandong members were caught stealing by 
the Rebel Red Guards of the Beijing University of Aeronautics and 
Astronautics and were handed over to the Ministry of Public Security. 
Liandong immediately organized a rescue of the two by attacking the 
Ministry of Public Security. They were violent to the members of the 
ministry and succeeded in rescuing captives during their second attack. 
Liandong organized six such attacks on the Ministry of Public Security 
and brought their hatred of the CR Small Group to the surface by 
shouting “boil Jiang Qing and down with Chen Boda.” It was only then 
that the Minister of Public Security Xie Fuzhi ordered a crackdown of 
liandong, and with the help of Rebel Red Guards the leaders of liandong 
of various schools were arrested. The Rebels listed the crimes committed 
by liandong and connected what they did with what the work teams 
sent by Liu and Deng did, to formulate a narrative that a reaction-
ary capitalist headquarters headed by Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping 
wanted to stop the CR. But the arrested leaders of liandong were soon 
released because Mao could not afford to offend so many veteran leaders 
personally by detaining their teenage children. Liandong died down, but 
some of them would not lie down. After their release some of them were 
reported to ride bikes in gangs, shouting “long live Liu Shaoqi” and “we 
will see in ten years whether Chairman Mao is correct.” How confident 
and prophetic they were (Lao You 2011). 

education, culture and the cultural revolution

One of the most prominent features of the mainstream construction of 
the CR is that it destroyed Chinese culture and education. There are 
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at least two sets of prima facie evidence frequently presented for this 
construction of the CR, one set of evidence being the humiliation and 
torture of producers of culture which led to the death of some, such as 
the much-admired writer Lao She, and another being the destruction of 
traditional cultural objects and relics, vividly demonstrated by photos of 
books being burned by teenage Red Guards. Regarding education, the 
evidence appears even more apparent, as education institutions stopped 
running for some time all over the country. 

education

Let me deal with the issue of education first by looking at the current 
situation of education in China. In the year 2017, on WeChat and social 
media there is a post that has been widely shared: “two German teachers 
left China in anger and thus boxed loudly the ear of China’s education” 
(Shijie Huaren Zhoukan 2017). One German who taught in Suzhou 
for eight years decided to leave China because he complained that he 
could not see any real education developing in China in his lifetime. For 
him China’s education is all geared toward gaining high marks. Another 
German teacher had lived and worked in a remote village for more than 
ten years at his own cost. The idealist young German first taught at a 
country school but was sacked because the parents had complained that 
his teaching did not help students in getting good marks. While in the 
village the young German lived, worked and played with students in the 
field, in painting, with music and so on. He was accused of not doing 
proper work. 

What is interesting is that the Chinese themselves are not happy with 
the current education system that puts undue stress on marks and exam-
inations. In all these years, during my conversations with people in the 
education system, from students to parents and from teachers to bureau-
crats, there is not a single person that is happy and not a single person 
who does not complain. I ask every time: but why don’t you change? 
Their answer is always more or less the same: there is nothing they can 
do about it. They find it so hard because change requires a revolution, a 
revolution in thinking, a cultural revolution. 

One overriding argument for the examination system is equality: 
everyone is supposed to be judged equally by marks, irrespective of 
family background, social standing and wealth. In other words, impartial, 
closed and strict academic examination would reduce the influence 
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of Bourdieu’s tripartite of the economic, cultural and social capitals 
(Bourdieu 1986) to a minimum. 

In fact the thorny issues surrounding China’s education are not new. 
In 1964, two years before the start of the CR, there was already student 
unrest in the elite schools in Beijing. In the aftermath of the GLF failure, 
China implemented a more stringent examination system in the schools 
that stressed academic achievement. The princelings, with social capital, 
or rather political capital, at these elite schools were not happy because 
children from families that had cultural (artists and high-skilled pro-
fessionals) and even economic capital (remember that until the CR, as 
Nien Cheng confirms, the former capitalists were still paid dividends 
and interest on their wealth before the Communist takeover in 1949) 
were apparently doing better in the system. The unrest in 1964 was in 
many ways a preview of what happened at the beginning of the CR (Gao 
2015). The two fractions—the old elite from the pre-1949 Revolution 
years and new elite, the princelings—were competing for the ruling 
positions. 

As Andreas (2009) demonstrates convincingly, with the failure of 
the CR, the two fractions, in their common fight against the ideas and 
practices of the CR, accommodated each other and joined together as 
the ruling class, the “Red Engineer class” in current China. 

In fact judgment by examination is never equal because there is 
no equality at the start and therefore none at the end. This should be 
obvious for at least two reasons. One is that a child from a rural village 
can never compete with an urbanite equally in China; hard work and 
talent play only a part, perhaps a small part, in whether one succeeds 
in examinations. To be equal requires affirmative action that favors the 
disadvantaged. The other reason is that different people with different 
talents and academic aptitudes are inherently unable to accommodate 
those differences.

Here came the CR experiment: abolition of academic examinations 
and tertiary enrolments were to be recommended from grassroots orga-
nizations with paper examinations only as a reference. Years of education 
in school were shortened so as to make more time for practical work such 
as engaging in agricultural and industrial production. Textbooks, if used 
at all, were more relevant to contemporary society instead of the history 
of the rich and famous of the past and should be more Chinese instead 
of foreign. Students were educated to be both Red and Expert, not just 
the latter. Finally, the teachers had to be re-educated so as to be equipped 
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for this approach. What was also required was a whole package because 
one area of this experiment could not succeed without the implemen-
tation of all the others. Hence the CR, at least theoretically speaking. 

This was indeed revolutionary: a cultural revolution. But to start this 
revolution, the old practices would need to stop first, hence the shutdown 
of schools. The conceptualization was that one could not establish the 
new without making a break with the old. In this process there would 
be interruptions, disruptions and even destruction in the normal sense 
of the word. It is understandable therefore that there was resistance, 
because the revolution placed high demands on those who had to give 
up their privileges or at least get out of their comfort zone. It was such 
a massive undertaking that Mao and his radicals called for the masses 
to “educate themselves” and to “liberate themselves.” When the masses 
were involved there might be misunderstanding and even deliberate 
“mob” behaviors, and therefore there would be violence and unnecessary 
destruction.

However, the post-Mao political and intellectual elite construction of 
the CR doesn’t see the attempted change in this conceptual framework; 
whether they believed it then is a different matter. They go as far as 
to say, as the example of Ji Xianlin shows, that the CR was a crime 
that involved sabotaging Chinese education and culture. They do not 
even mention the word “experiment” let alone “revolution.” In all the 
condemnation of the CR, one question is never asked: why would the 
Gang of Four, or Mao, want to destroy China’s education and culture? 
Without a rational inquiry, they do not want to mention the fact that 
primary schools were stopped for only a short period of time (for one 
or two years varying from place to place), or the fact that primary and 
secondary education expanded greatly in the early 1970s (Gao 1999a, 
Pepper 1996).

The post-Mao political and intellectual elite argue that the number of 
graduates was hardly enough for China and that the kind of education 
they had was not of a high standard: if anything, it was Maoist propaganda. 
Again, prima facie evidence of this proposition is plentiful: like the Mao 
quotations in textbooks, like the personality cult of Mao in the form of 
Mao badges and Mao busts. Again, a rational inquiry would show that 
the issue of personality cult was not as straightforward as it seemed. It is 
true that there was a need to boost Mao’s prestige and emotional power 
to the populace so as to lead a revolution of this nature, this scale and 
this magnitude. And Mao knew it and therefore allowed a degree of 
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personality cult. Apart from the well-known letter that Mao wrote to 
Jiang Qing as early as July 8, 1966 expressing his skepticism about Lin 
Biao’s promotion of the Mao personality (Qi Benyu 2017: 460), Mao 
was trying to cool down personality cult practices that he considered 
not only unhelpful but also absurd. On December 6, 1969, a document 
titled “On Several Issues Concerning the Propaganda of Mao Image” 
was issued in the name of the CCP Central Committee which instructs 
that just as it was instructed in a decree issued on July 13, 1967 no statue 
of Mao should be erected without approval, that no Mao badges should 
be made without approval from the center, that newspapers should no 
longer use Mao’s portrait as the head picture, that no product packages 
including porcelain vases should have pictures of Mao and that “loyalty” 
activities such as “morning instruction from Mao and evening report to 
Mao,” Mao quotations before a meal should be all stopped.

culture: kang sheng and ji xianlin

Kang Sheng was first portrayed as an evil genius in Byron and Pack 
(1992), not only as head of the secret police that arrested and victimized 
his opponents or people he did not like without any scruples, but also as 
a hypocrite who advocates the destruction of traditional Chinese culture 
on the one hand but plundered objects and treasures of traditional 
Chinese culture for himself. The post titled “Kang Sheng Plundered 
More Than 10,000 Precious Cultural Objects During the CR” is pasted 
on Wangyi, which attributes the original post in 2007 to Heilongjiang 
xinwen wang. Wang Li, who was one of the victims of Kang Sheng and 
who did not have any motivation to say good things about the latter in 
a publication after Kang’s death, states that Kang Sheng was not only 
a very cultured man, whose calligraphy was probably one of the best 
among high-ranking CCP leaders, but also one of those who tried very 
hard to protect traditional Chinese cultural objects. Kang collected a lot 
of cultural objects from possible destruction and donated all of them to 
the state without any compensation before his death (Wang Li 2008). 
In fact the CR was not the most destructive period even in terms of 
traditional Chinese cultural relics and objects; it was during the 1990s 
when the real estate boom started in China, as an expert Xie Chensheng 
(2017) points out.

Kang Sheng is also constructed as currying favor with Jiang Qing so as 
to be in Mao’s good books, and is seen as collaborating with Jiang Qing 
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in persecuting good people (Byron and Pack 1992: 148–9). However, 
according to at least one insider, Kang Sheng’s personal secretary (Yan 
Changgui 2015), Kang was against promoting Jiang Qing to be a 
member of the Politburo Standing Committee during the CR. On the 
other hand, the post-Mao construction of the Deng does not want to 
reveal the fact that Deng Xiaoping actually respected Kang and had a 
very good relationship with him (Yan Changgui 2015). 

While Kang Sheng has been constructed as a saboteur of culture, 
the Chinese literati like to present themselves as victims. Professor Ji 
Xianlin is a well-known example of this largely because of his “cowshed” 
memoirs ( Ji 1998). But a court case in 2013 has caused many to question 
the authenticity of Ji’s memoirs. Ji’s family brought Peking University to 
court because of a dispute over whether 577 valuable cultural antiques 
and objects, of which 207 were priceless old paintings, should be the 
property of the university or his family. Social media posts demand 
to know whether Ji was really the victim of the CR, whose home was 
supposed to be searched and properties confiscated. Questions were also 
raised regarding how Ji had come to possess so many valuable objects 
when he was just a professor without a huge family inheritance (Wang 
Yi 2013). It emerged that Ji was far from a passive victim, but a political 
activist. In 1957, Ji chaired the anti-rights movement in the Department 
of East Languages at Peking University and had several colleagues and 
students labeled as Rightists (Xin Hutochong 2014). It was also revealed 
that during the CR, according to Nie Yuanzi for instance, Ji was one of 
the Rebel leaders of the Jingganshan Rebel group (Nie 2005). 

conclusion

There are many conclusions that can be drawn from the above discussion 
of the CR in terms of it being a cultural revolution. The first obvious 
conclusion is that the post-Mao construction of the CR, instead of 
blaming Mao for it directly, denounces Lin Biao, the Gang of Four, and 
especially Jiang Qing and characters like Kang Sheng and Nie Yuanzi 
for the violence and disorder. Relevant to this is the conclusion that the 
Party officials and army officers who were victimized during the CR are 
being constructed as the “good guys,” and for whom any evidence that 
might show otherwise has to be excluded from contemporary Chinese 
history. Another major conclusion is that this construction of the CR 
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cannot but frame its origin as a personal power struggle. The profound 
conceptual and ideological differences between Mao on the one hand, 
and Liu, Deng and the whole CCP hierarchy on the other, are excluded 
from the discussion. The ideas of Mao and the contents of the CR 
that are profoundly culturally revolutionary, in areas such as education, 
healthcare and the arts, are hollowed out.



7
Why is the Cultural Revolution 

Revolutionary? The Legacies

introduction

In Chapter 6, I argued how the post-Mao construction of the CR hollows 
out the ideas of Mao and the contents of the CR that are cultural. From 
seemingly irrefutable facts—such as the unfair dismissal of Peng Dehuai 
in 1959, the death of Liu Shaoqi, the work teams, the CR violence 
and factions, the horrible death of Zhang Zhixin or the ambiguous 
career of Ji Xianlin—very different understandings can be produced 
and consumed. Data and information are selected and processed either 
deliberately or even unconsciously to include some elements while 
excluding others for a specific type of knowledge consumption. In this 
chapter, the concept of selection is used to demonstrate some of the 
positive legacies of the CR.

The start of the CR took place 50 years ago—a long time in contem-
porary politics, but a short time in the scale of human history. Whether 
the highly respected Zhou Enlai really said that it is still too early to 
comment on the French Revolution is questionable, but what is beyond 
doubt is that whether the CR is relevant to China will be made clear in 
years to come. Precisely because of its relevance, the post-Mao Chinese 
authorities forbade any discussion and debate about the CR, even after 
50 years. However, for many years the intellectual and political elite were 
not only allowed but encouraged to write memoirs and autobiographies 
condemning the CR as shi nian haojie (ten years of calamities) for the 
Chinese people, and as the darkest time in Chinese history. The post-Mao 
Chinese political and intellectual elite are afraid of free discussion of the 
CR not only because they know that their version of the CR is one-sided 
but also because they know their anti-Maoist development policies are 
not welcomed and not accepted by some sectors, especially lower classes 
in Chinese society. That is the fundamental legacy of the CR.
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mao, the evil monster or the leader of the ccp? 
who defined the discourse? 

In a sense, every Chinese political actor at that time contributed to the 
development of the CR. Peng Zhen contributed by suppressing the 
publication of Yao Wenyuan’s commentary on the play The Dismissal of 
Hai Rui in early 1966. Liu Shaoqi and Deng Xiaoping contributed by 
instructing the work teams to use the anti-Rightist method of putting 
down criticism of authorities in May 1966, especially university students 
and staff who were involved in what was called the June 18 Incident who 
were labeled as “organized counter-revolutionaries” (Gu Zhang 2016). 
In fact that was one of the main reasons why Mao wanted to take down 
Liu Shaoqi, as he expressed in his own “big poster” in August 1966. 
Zhang Chunqiao contributed by encouraging the workers in Shanghai 
to take over power from the CCP party authorities. Jiang Qing con-
tributed by representing the CR radicals and by reforming the Chinese 
performing arts. Wang Li, Guan Feng and Qi Benyu contributed by 
expanding, explaining and elaborating Mao’s ideas, often expressed by 
Mao in random talks. Chen Boda contributed by writing the editorial 
that launched the anti-four olds movement, which led to the destruc-
tion of various traditional cultural relics. Zhou Enlai contributed by 
apparently supporting the notorious xijiu, which was responsible for a 
lot of early CR violence, by making concrete measures to protect some 
power holders while victimizing others, and above all by managing to get 
the two fractions, the CR radicals fraction and the conservative power 
holders fraction, together to run the day-to-day work of the nation. Last 
but not least, to use a cliché, the Red Guards and Rebels contributed 
by participating in the CR according to their understanding and their 
socio-economic interests. Surprisingly, new evidence seems to suggest 
that the widely portrayed “evil” Kang Sheng actually contributed very 
little to the CR, for better or worse (Qi Benyu 2016, Nie Yuanzi 2005). 

Nonetheless, any evaluation of the CR cannot be separated from an 
evaluation of Mao because Mao was not only the initiator, the ultimate 
arbitrator and policy decision maker, but also the main source of ideas 
of the CR. From evidence that has emerged in Chinese sources on 
Mao and on the development of the beginning of the CR, such as 
the ruthless crackdown on students by the work team sent by Liu and 
Deng (Wang Li 2008, Qi Benyu 2016), and from what Deng had done 
since the death of Mao, especially in his treatment of Mao’s wife Jiang 
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Qing, in his decision to invade Vietnam in 1979 and his ordering the 
armies and tanks to undertake a bloody put-down of protesting students 
and citizens in 1989, one could argue that Deng Xiaoping was a more 
ruthless political leader than Mao. 

Mao was powerful before and during the CR not because he was 
ruthless. Mao had the ultimate say in CCP politics not only because he 
was the “Chairman” of the CCP but also, and more so, because he was 
a towering figure intellectually. In a word, Mao was the embodiment 
of what the Chinese officially term as Mao Zedong Xixiang (Mao 
Zedong thought) and what I term Maoist discourse (Gao 1994). Unless 
and until the Maoist discourse (or paradigm, or narrative) is replaced, 
those Chinese leaders, though giants in their own right, are defenseless 
in dealing with Mao. That is precisely why the post-Mao regime finds 
it hard to settle a narrative for the future of China: to discredit Maoist 
discourse is to discredit the whole CCP enterprise, on which their very 
existence depends, and at the same time a new narrative is needed to 
justify what has actually happened that has been anti-Maoist. 

Some might argue that Mao was anything but intellectual. Chang 
and Halliday (2005), for instance, portray Mao as nothing but a power-
hungry monster. Even though Chang has been thoroughly repudiated, 
for instance by Benton and Lin Chun (2009), the knowledge of Mao 
produced by Chang and her co-author husband was consumed with 
relish, largely because of her successful book Wild Swans (Chang 1991).

Chinese leaders such as Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping, Peng Dehuai, 
Lin Biao, Chen Boda, Wang Ming, Zhang Guotao and Zhang Wentian 
had enormous political, military and intellectual abilities in their own 
right. These prominent figures in the CCP suffered political defeat at 
one time or another at the hands of Mao. They either had to follow 
Mao or had to be demoted because of the tide of revolutionary discourse 
led by Mao. That the highly committed, highly educated and extremely 
intelligent CCP leaders were totally convinced of Mao’s leadership role 
can be confirmed by the diaries of Yang Shangkun: for example, in one 
of the 1949 entries Yang commented how Wang Ming was a low-quality 
leader compared with Mao (Yang Shangkun 2001).

When Deng Xiaoping (Deng 1980) said, in his interview with the 
Italian Journalist Oriana Fallaci, that without Mao “the Chinese people 
would, at the very least, have spent much more time groping in the 
dark” he was referring to this discourse. By saying this Deng, always the 
straight talker, was not being modest or politically expedient because he 
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made the utterance at the height of his political career when he would 
not have to answer to anybody: Mao was dead and the so-called Gang of 
Four were in jail. Deng had, for the first half of his life, followed Maoist 
discourse under the leadership of Mao, but wanted to change course 
during the second half of his life. For the pragmatic Deng who genuinely 
wanted to see a strong China, there was no intellectual dilemma in this 
change of direction precisely because he was not intellectual enough. It 
was Mao who dictated the intellectual design for the CCP and China 
until the 1970s. Therefore a discussion of the legacy of the CR is also a 
discussion of the legacy of Mao in many, though not all, ways.

With the above as context in mind, I will now outline the CR leg-
acies in seven areas that are revolutionary: intellectual ideas, economic 
development, improvement in health and education in rural China, 
technological development, guiding principles in China’s ethnic and 
foreign policies, gender equality and Xi Jinping’s leadership.

intellectual ideas

We have to remember that the CR is not called the cultural revolution 
for nothing. It was aimed at cultural change, as argued in Chapter 6. It 
is easier to change a regime than a culture and mentality. The CR failed 
and was in many ways bound to fail as a political movement at that time, 
but this is not necessarily so in the scale of history. One of the most 
repeated and prevalent slogans at that time was “fight with ideas not 
arms.” From the very beginning the CR was about intellectual ideas. The 
fact that the CR had roller-skated into the chaos of fighting with arms 
and even military weapons was not what was designed, nor was what 
was expected. It was meant to be about ideas, about mentality and about 
subjectivity. Therefore when we talk about the legacy of the CR we need 
to start from the very concept of intellectual ideas.

China in both traditional and modern times has imported 
paradigm-changing intellectual ideas and grand narratives. Two notable 
examples are Buddhism from India and a Marxist-Leninist version 
of communism from Europe. But what intellectual ideas or grand 
narratives has China exported? Arguably the one and only intellectual 
idea of any discursive significance that is exportable and visibly exported 
from China in modern times is what is called Maoism. Cook (2014) 
noted how the French postcolonialist and post-structuralist intellectuals, 
the Black movement in the US and the struggle for land reform and for 
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self-liberation through guerrilla warfare today is inspired by Maoism (Roy 
2011, Wang Hui 2015a). In this respect Julia Lovell’s (2016) recent con-
tribution is worth exploration: she cites the Maoist Naxalite movement 
as being inspired by the CR, a movement that is considered the single 
biggest security challenge to the Indian state (Chakrabarty 2014, Roy 
2011). Sanjay Seth links Indian Maoism with the emergence of postco-
lonial and subaltern studies: Naxalite Maoism, he writes, made Indian 
intellectuals “engage with and in peasant struggles in a manner that left 
them more receptive to peasant consciousness” (Seth 2006: 602). Citing 
Wang Hui (2009), Wolin (2010), Wang Ning (2015), Wolin (2010) 
and Niccolai (1998), Lovell points out that a connection can be drawn 
between CR-inspired rebellion and the epistemological skepticism of 
post-structuralism—Michel Foucault went through a Maoist phase in 
the early 1970s. Andreas Kühn (cited by Lovell 2016), in his monograph 
on the German K-Gruppen, argues that numerous West German 
ex-Maoists have enjoyed vigorous afterlives in mainstream politics, for 
the most part in the green movement. As Lovell (2016) argues, Maoism 
greatly inspired the Black movement in the US. It is worth quoting at 
length as I could not put in a better form:

The Cultural Revolution’s rhetoric of anti-authoritarian rebellion 
inspired revolts outside China that took aim at a broad range of 
political, cultural and social customs: at domestic and foreign policy; 
colonial rule; electoral representation; relations between the sexes; 
education, film and literature. The impact of the Cultural Revolution 
(upper-case) is part of a much more diffuse (and often liberalizing) 
process of a cultural revolution that has transformed society, culture 
and politics since the 1960s, especially in the developed West. In 
countries riven by deep historical, ethnic or socio-economic fault 
lines (post-fascist Germany and Italy; post-segregation America; 
post-independence India), the Cultural Revolution’s legitimization of 
political violence served as the spark that lit a prairie fire—a fire that 
in some instances is still burning today. The United States is regularly 
jolted by revelations of racist police brutality; for veterans of the 
1960s and 1970s African-American liberation struggle inspired by 
Cultural Revolution Maoism, some of the political ideas suggested by 
their readings of Maoist theory and practice remain relevant. (Lovell 
2016: 649–50)
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With the gradually developed Confucian values of obedience and 
hierarchy entrenched in China’s long tradition, and with the Leninist 
tradition of organizational control, the intellectual idea of “to rebel is 
justified” urged by Mao during the CR was tremendously exhilarating 
and liberating and therefore inspired many idealistic young Chinese, who 
ironically—or perhaps Mao would say not ironically—rebelled against 
the official authorities they knew of and eventually against Mao himself. 
Examples of these rebels include the Hunan Shengwulian (Wu Yiching 
2014) led by the then 17-year-old Yang Xiguang in the later 1960s, the 
Guangdong Li Yizhe group (Chan et al. 1985) in the early 1970s and 
the dissident writers, artists and political activists in the post-Mao era. 
In other words, the CR inspired grassroots participation in management 
and substantive democracy (Perry 2003). For the purpose of personal 
power and for the purpose of stable economic development it would 
be totally irrational for Mao to call the young and the radicals to rebel 
against his own party. The only rational explanation is that Mao wanted 
a cultural and intellectual change in Chinese society.

As discussed in Chapter 6, a fashionable and politically correct con-
struction of Mao’s launching of the CR is that it is not about ideas but 
about power struggle. A sophisticated version of this model of a power 
struggle (MacFarquhar 1974) is that due to the disastrous failure of the 
GLF during the late 1950s, for which Mao was held responsible, Mao 
was forced to retreat from the center of power. The CR was Mao’s way of 
gaining his power back by knocking down his opponents. If one wants to 
select “facts” to support this line of argument they are easy to find: Mao 
did complain that documents and policies were issued in the name of the 
state without his approval and Mao did give up the position of chairman 
of the PRC in 1959 to Liu Shaoqi. This seemingly logical explanation 
has many flaws when all the evidence is taken into consideration. First, it 
was as early as 1954, long before the GLF even started, and Mao himself 
who proposed to give up the position of chairman of the PRC so that 
he could have time to think about larger matters (Xinhua Wang 2013). 
Second, the chairman of the PRC was and still is largely a ceremonial 
position, for duties such as receiving heads of the state of other countries. 
The first candidate put forward to take over this position was actually 
not Liu Shaoqi but Zhu De, the highly respected military commander 
during the long years of the CCP’s struggle for victory (Renmin Wang 
2016). Third, nobody did or could take over the ultimate power from 
Mao as he had kept the two most powerful positions in the system, the 
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chairman of the Military Commission, without whose permission no 
military action of any kind could be mobilized, and the most important 
of all, the chairman of the CCP. It is the most important position in the 
hierarchy because it is the number one position de jure—according to 
the PRC Constitution, every institution, be it the State Council or the 
People’s Congress, must be placed under the leadership of the CCP. It 
was a de facto situation that had existed since the 1940s in the Yan’an 
days: Mao was the ultimate decision maker. Finally, precisely because 
it was Mao who set the discourse for the CCP and the PRC up to 
the 1970s, he did not have to do much to take down his opponents. 
In August 1966, during the Eleventh Plenary Session of the Eighth 
CCP Congress, Liu was already demoted from the number two position 
to number eight in the hierarchy, only three months after the CR was 
supposed to have started. This is why, as pointed out in Chapter 6, Liu’s 
wife, Wang Guangmei, denies that the CR was about a personal power 
struggle. Fundamentally the CR was about ideas. Of course, in order to 
implement his ideas Mao had to exclude those who did not like or did 
not understand them. It is this logical necessity that makes the power 
struggle construction sound reasonable. 

One of the principal ideas developed during the CR, but not suf-
ficiently articulated at the beginning and then hollowed out by the 
post-Mao construction of the CR, was that the CCP could change into 
a party for capitalism unless a profound transformation of mentality 
took place for the members of the CCP, especially those who held main 
positions of responsibility. To push that transformation forward the CR 
radicals, guided by Mao, issued instructions, not through the normal 
bureaucratic procedure of going through every level of the CCP party 
hierarchy, which was how it was usually done, but through the media 
(liang bao yi kan) (two papers and one journal: the People’s Daily, the 
People’s Liberation Daily and the Red Flag journal), like Donald Trump 
who apparently wants to be connected with the electorate through 
Twitter to avoid what he calls “fake news” outlets. They called directly 
for the masses at grassroots level to “bombard the headquarters of the 
capitalist road,” that is, to struggle against the main leaders of the CCP 
party organs at every level. One can imagine what kind of havoc this 
loosening of governmentality would bring to a country of such size, 
of such diversity of ethnic groups and of such diverse class and social 
interests. Fractions of rebels and class conflicts as analyzed by Chan et 
al. (1980), Perry (1996), Andreas (2009) and Gao (2015), and ideolog-
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ical differences analyzed by Wu Yiching (2014), are only part of the 
whole mess. It would have been miraculous if there had been no personal 
humiliation, individual suffering, violence and death. Indeed, it was a 
miracle that there were no large-scale civil wars. By 1968, Mao had to 
get the soldiers from the barracks to restore order all over the country. 

The idea of changing the mentality of the party power holders had 
been trialed when the majority of the CCP party officials went through 
pipan hui (being criticized and humiliated in a mass meeting) by the rebels 
and “the masses.” Almost all of them had to and did make self-criticisms 
orally at this kind of mass meeting and in writing. Some were forgiven 
for their “mistakes,” a few became rebels themselves, while more of them 
could not understand what was happening. A large number of them 
remained apprehensive at best and resentful at worst. One of those who 
appeared to have understood the idea and came out triumphantly was Ji 
Dengkui, who was promoted from a middle-ranking CCP party official 
to that of vice premier, and who had played an important role in the 
transition from the CR period to the post-Mao period. 

Some ideas advocated during the CR, such as the ideas of using the 
West to serve the Chinese and using the past to serve the present, the 
idea of breaking the old before building the new, were guiding intellec-
tual ideas that inspired the reform of Chinese literature and arts, most 
notably in performing arts because Mao’s wife, the radical Jiang Qing, 
happened to be an expert in performing arts. The ballet opera of the Red 
Regiment of Women is the best example of using the West to serve the 
Chinese, and the model Peking operas are good examples of using the 
past to serve the present (Clark 2008): traditional opera in form and rev-
olutionary in content. The artistic attainments achieved by artists like Yu 
Huiyong, an accomplished artist who was promoted to become minister 
of culture during the CR, but committed suicide after the post-Mao 
regime put him in jail (Dai 1994), are unprecedented (Zhang Guangtian 
2016), even though some intellectual elites like Ba Jin (1991) would not 
admit it.

The idea of recruiting students directly from rural villages, factory 
floors and army units, recommended by grassroots organizations to 
tertiary institutions, the idea of abolishing the traditional style of exam-
inations, and the idea of open schooling so that students would acquire 
direct knowledge and experience of production activities, are not only 
revolutionary, but postmodern ideas in education. The idea of the 
“barefoot doctor” that stresses prevention, hygiene education, a system 
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that makes the medical doctor not only live but also work as a member of 
the community, proved to be affordable and effective in rural China and 
recommended by UNESCO. The idea and practice of such a medical 
service serves not only as an example for poor developing countries but 
also provides inspiration for affluent developed societies such as the 
US, where health care costs are so high that the lives of the poor are 
threatened. These ideas are about mentality and subjectivity and require 
profound political and cultural change. 

The idea of “white collar” managers participating in practical produc-
tion by engaging in direct labor activities on the factory floor while “blue 
collar” workers participate in management by being listened to with 
formal and informal representations in management, as reflected in the 
Angang Constitution (Cui Zhiyuan 1996), is revolutionary in forging 
new citizenship, in substantive democracy and in subjectivity. Equally 
revolutionary is the idea of institutionalizing leadership positions that 
consist of personnel of three age groups: the old, the middle aged and 
the young—the old to pass on experience and maintain stability, and the 
young to provide vitality and new ideas. 

The idea that those who are engaged in mental labor should do some 
manual labor, and those who are mainly engaged in manual labor such as 
workers and farmers should also engage in intellectual studies; the idea 
that even a soldier should also participate not only in production activities 
such as growing food, but also in intellectual activities like studies and 
discussions and debates; the idea that rural people should not only farm 
but also engage in industrial activities such as manufacturing, under-
pinned the development of township and village enterprises that were 
advocated during the CR, were all spin offs from what was called Mao’s 
May Seventh Instruction. It was to implement these ideas that a large 
number of bureaucrats were sent to the countryside and many of the 
Chinese intelligentsia in the state sector were gathered together in what 
was called the May Seventh Cadre School, which was later condemned 
by the post-Mao anti-Communist intellectual and political elite as 
“cowsheds” ( Ji Xianlin 1998) or “labor camps.” For many in the political 
and intellectual elite—as people who used to take comfort and conve-
nience for granted—life was indeed harsh in terms of physical work and 
living conditions when they were transplanted into a rural area without 
running water and electricity. But the majority of the Chinese, i.e. the 
rural Chinese, had been in “labor camps” for generations. If anything 
those transplanted urbanites lived much better conditioned lives during 
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the hardest of their times (Gao 2003). What is not mentioned is the 
intellectual discourse that the May Seventh School was designed for: 
cultural and mental change so as to create new subjectivity. 

Some argue that the Chinese “mass line” ought to be acknowledged 
in the liberal world as “a form of democracy” (Lindblom 1977: 262), 
and that those non-liberal systems which prioritized public welfare and 
enjoyed popular support “have a genuine historical claim to the title 
democracy” (Macpherson 1966: 3). Formal democracy theorists of the 
Western model might be baffled by this kind of informal but substantive 
democracy (Sartori 1987: 183–4). As Womack (1991) argues, democracy 
in China must be understood and judged in terms of the desires, interests 
and situations of the Chinese people. In hindsight, however, we are now 
seeing how the electorate in formal Western democracies have become 
disillusioned with party politics and how they vote just for the sake of 
destabilizing the establishment. The importance of getting people to 
connect with democracy can never be overestimated. 

economic development

In order to change the mentality of the people and change the rational 
discourse of human development, the CR risked the destabilization of 
the whole bureaucracy and chaos in the whole of society. But Mao and 
his colleagues, especially those headed by Zhou Enlai, had always in 
mind the importance of China’s economic development. This is not 
surprising because it concerns the livelihood of so many people. In the 
intellectual battlefield of assessing economic development in the Mao 
era, the claim that the CR brought China’s economy to the brink of 
collapse persists in spite of statistics that indicate otherwise, as Kraus 
(2012) argues by citing respectable political economists like Naughton 
(1991) and Riskin. 

The Clashing Views: A General Picture

The post-Mao regime, in order to justify their development into 
capitalism, exploited the backlash against the extremity of class 
struggle and political movements and mobilized every propaganda 
means possible to demonize the CR, including the declaration that the 
Chinese economy during the CR was on the brink of collapse. This line 
of construction regarding the CR has one problem: if the economic 
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situation was so bad how can China’s economic take-off in the 1990s 
be explained? One often-touted conceptual framework is that post-Mao 
China has adopted the market economy on the one hand and received 
Western support on the other. The word “miracle” is frequently used by 
China experts (Webster 2013), a miracle made possible because of Deng 
Xiaoping who said “to get rich is glorious” (MacFarquhar 2016: 600). 

A more reasonable conceptualization is that during the CR, the 
economy was not as bad as is presented by the post-Mao political and 
intellectual producers of knowledge, that post-Mao economic develop-
ment is not as good as is touted in the media and that the Mao era laid a 
sound foundation for the later economic take-off. However, this sensible 
conceptualization, which is supported by a massive amount of evidence, 
is unacceptable to mainstream scholarship both inside and outside 
China because it is intellectually unexciting and politically incorrect. 
How, therefore, to make sense of the supposed rupture between the 
economic wasteland ten years before and a thriving economy a decade 
later? Has the vulgar Orientalist saying of Deng Xiaoping, “to get rich 
is glorious” (a saying that has been repeated again and again without any 
reference), been that miraculous? Do we still need biblical language to 
produce knowledge? 

One way to get around this is to say that there is a connection between 
the economic wasteland of the CR and the economic take-off soon after: 
the paradoxical and unintended consequences of the CR. Along these 
lines, the prominent American sociologist and specialist on Mao and 
the CR, Andrew Walder (2016), claims that one of the reasons why the 
economic reforms of the Soviet Union failed whereas China under Deng 
Xiaoping succeeded is that economic and technological backwardness 
fostered by the CR left little support for maintaining the status quo. 
But there is no paradox here because if one removes the colored glass 
of personal power struggle one can see clearly that the CR intended 
to break down the status quo. It is not that there was little support for 
maintaining the status quo, but that there was no entrenched status quo, 
precisely as intended by the CR. 

Along similar lines, and on the conceptual assumption that China 
under Mao in general and the CR in particular would not and could 
not have achieved any good, Dikötter argues that what undermined the 
deadly planned economy was rural residents’ “myriad … dispersed acts 
of resistance during the last years of the Cultural Revolution” (Dikötter 
2016: 796). But the decentralization and the mobilization of local ini-
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tiatives were heavily promoted policies, first during the GLF and then 
restarted during the CR, the outcomes of which were the emergence 
of the township and village enterprises (then called shedui qiye, the 
Commune and Brigade Enterprises or CBEs). They were not acts of 
resistance from the bottom, but acts encouraged from the top. 

In order to prove that the CR forced economic backwardness, Walder 
lists per capita a GDP figure in China in 1976 that it was only US$852, 
“slightly below India (US$889), and well below Indonesia (US$1,598), 
Pakistan (US$1,006) and Malaysia (US$2,910). South Korea’s per capita 
GDP was four times higher than China’s (US$3,476), and Taiwan’s per 
capita GDP was more than five times higher (US$4,600)” (Walder 2016: 
622). But talk about GDP figures and growth rates does not reflect the 
economic reality of China at that time. First, much of the economic 
activity could not be included in such calculations, as the case of the 
Gao Village study shows (Gao 1999). For instance, agricultural produce 
from private plots (land that was not collectivized, about 5 percent to 
10 percent of total land varying from place to place and time to time) 
has never been included in the measurements. Second, comparing a 
non-market economy with a market capitalist economy is like comparing 
oranges and apples. How do we calculate the price or value of virtually 
free housing, free education and free health care in the urban sector? 
How do we evaluate the purchasing power at any particular time across 
economic models internationally? In a non-commercial economy, many 
of China’s economic activities and incomes were not even counted or 
could not be priced. For instance, the enormous amount of irrigation 
infrastructure work was accomplished by the rural labor force without a 
price. Or taking housing as an example, the majority of urban residents 
suddenly found themselves rich in assets from the late 1990s when 
apartments that had been allocated to them for free in the Mao era had 
a value on paper because housing became commercialized. 

Moreover, Walder does not take into account the Cold War circum-
stances under which economies like Japan, South Korea and Taiwan 
benefited not only from enormous amounts of aid of all kinds from the 
US but also from the Korean and Vietnam wars. China, on the other 
hand, was under harsh economic and technological sanctions from the 
whole of the Western world, on top of the fact that China had to bear 
the costs of these two wars. 

Therefore, a more reasonable comparison of China is not with Japan, 
South Korea or Taiwan, the focal areas of the Cold War where the 
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US exercised virtual occupation, but with other developing countries, 
like India. 

One should of course point out that China also obtained support 
from the Soviet Union. But a comparison of that with US support of 
Taiwan is instructive. Up to 1958, the total value of Soviet loans and 
aid projects to China averaged less than 50 US cents per head annually, 
compared to the US$30 per head that Doak Barnett estimated America 
invested in non-military aid to Taiwan and its population under Chiang 
Kai-shek up to 1958. China received no free economic aid from Russia; 
Soviet loans (as apart from trade agreements) amounted to only US$430 
million (1,720 million rubles), and were all repayable. US economic aid 
to Yugoslavia during the same period amounted to more than that, and 
American loans to India were more than four times as much. “Soviet 
loans and/or ‘free aid’ for military equipment made during and after 
the Korean War had been variously estimated in the neighbourhood of 
$2,000,000,000” (Snow 1971: 201–2).

Aside from 1967 and 1968, the two most chaotic years when 
economic and production activities were interrupted, Chinese economic 
growth was higher on average than most developing countries at that 
time (Meisner 1999, Bramall 1993). Just as with indicators of growth, 
iron and steel production increased 2.6 times, crude oil 9.2 times, coal 
three times and grain 1.6 times (China Statistics Year Book 1994). In 26 
years from 1952 to 1978, China’s annual GDP growth of an annual 
average of 6.5 percent, is, compared with the global average of 3 percent, 
very impressive. This could only be a rough estimate, for the reasons 
mentioned above, because China was not a commercial economy and 
much of its economic activity was not counted as such. China’s industrial 
capacity was the equivalent of Belgium when the PRC was established 
in 1949, and by the time Mao died in 1976 China was already the sixth 
largest industrial power in the world (Meisner 1999). By then China 
was already the third largest coal producer, the largest cotton-spinning 
producer and the second largest producer of grain and cotton. 

Because of the Cold War environment, when China felt threatened 
on all fronts, what were called Third Line industrial strategies started to 
take place after the US started to bomb North Vietnam in August 1964, 
with the intention of moving important heavy and defense industries 
inland and to their third-tier areas in case there was a war. By the end of 
the 1970s, fixed assets of the Third Line industry increased from 29.2 
billion RMB to 154.3 billion. Covering 13 provinces, the Third Line 
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industry lasted for nearly 15 years and China invested 205 million RMB 
and set up several thousand projects (Qi Benyu 2016), including China’s 
nuclear industry in the Sichuan and Shaanxi areas, aviation industry in 
the Sichuan, Shaanxi and Guizhou areas, and missile and rocket industry, 
including the now well-known Xichang satellite launching station. In 
order to break the transportation blockage and difficulties between and 
among these areas and other parts of China, large-scale railway and 
road construction took place in these areas, and ten main railway lines (a 
total of 8,046 kilometers, or 55 percent of China’s newly built railways) 
were constructed. Roads also increased by 220,780 kilometers during 
this period: more than half of China became connected to newly built 
roads. More than anything else, the Third Line industry invested heavily 
in iron and steel production. Panzhihua, Chongqing, Changcheng and 
Chengdu iron and steel plants were results of these investments.

In October 1966, far away from the political turmoil in Beijing, China 
successfully exploded the first ballistic nuclear weapon, and in December 
that year successfully launched a medium-range land-to-land missile. 
In 1970, China succeeded in launching its first two-stage rocket and in 
the same year their first satellite. In 1975, China succeeded in launching 
three satellites. Late in 1975, China launched its first recoverable satellite 
(Ma Quanshan 1998: 3). 

It is important to point out that I do not praise nuclear prolifera-
tion when I state that China “succeeded” in conducting nuclear tests by 
launching missiles during the CR. Nor do I deny that from the perspec-
tive of efficiency, investment return in dollars and productivity in terms 
of profit, the Third Line industry was not the best economic strategy 
or plan. By citing the above statistics and facts I aim to reinforce two 
arguments: (1) the post-Mao construction of the CR and the GLF in 
particular, and the Mao era in general, is always selective in including 
and excluding information and data; and (2) the conceptual framework 
adopted by the producers of knowledge dictates their selection. The 
anti-Communist conception automatically excludes any information or 
data that shows the CR in a positive light, and the neoliberal economic 
rationalist conception excludes the historical context of the Third Line 
industry. Such a conception will lead one to think that the Third Line 
industry was a waste of resources which could have been much better 
used to develop light industries for consumer products that benefited 
the livelihoods of the Chinese people, or that it would have been more 
efficient to invest them in the first-tier areas along the south-east coast. 
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In hindsight, both conceptualizations—anti-Communist and neoliberal 
economic rationalist—will lead one to conclude that Mao was not only 
a bad economist but also a paranoid, bellicose and power-hungry mad 
man who did not care about human life, as indeed Chang and Halliday 
(2005) and Dikötter (2010) claim. 

The historical context is that there was a serious threat of war against 
China, and the Korean and Vietnam wars show that China was never far 
away from war threats and even nuclear war threats from the US. It is all 
very well for Western scholars in their ivory towers, or Western-trained 
Chinese, to portray Mao as irrational when they live and work for the 
power that dominates the world, and when they could bomb, invade and 
humiliate the people of any nation at any time. We cannot understand 
China if we don’t place ourselves in the position of China at that time. 
We cannot understand China if we only consider thngs from the 
Western viewpoint, which dominates our conceptual framework, sets 
research agendas and regulates scholarship standards. 

Agricultural Infrastructure

One of the reasons for the good record of grain production in the 
post-Mao era is that the huge amount of work invested in irrigation 
projects, especially those carried out during the CR, happened to pay 
off during the years immediately after the death of Mao. From 1966 to 
1977, 56,000 middle- and small-sized electric stations were built that 
connected 80 percent of communes and 50 percent of production brigades 
with electricity. Irrigation powered by electric pumps reached a capacity 
of 65 million horsepower. More than 20,000 electric-powered wells were 
made that could irrigate more than 700 million mu of land (one mu 
is about 0.0667 hectares). Compared with 1965, China’s irrigated land 
increased by 51 percent, electricity consumption in agriculture increased 
by 470 percent, electric-powered water wells by 935.89 percent, land 
areas irrigated by electric power by 355.58 percent, available tractors 
increased 5.7 times, and hand tractors increased 65 times (Zhongguo 
nongtian shuili 1987: 25–43). 

Huge irrigation projects such as the Haihe Project, which was 
completed in 1973, took ten years to build and involved 4,300 kilometers 
of dykes, 270 dredged channels, rivers and brooks, and more than 60,000 
culverts, bridges and sluice gates. The Liaohe Project, completed in 1972, 
built 4,500 kilometers of dykes, 220 reservoirs and 920 electric-powered 
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irrigation stations. Up to 1977, China built nearly a hundred rivers 
and more than 70,000 large or middle-sized reservoirs. The so-called 
“man-made heavenly river,” the Linxian Red Flag Canal completed in 
1969, is 52 kilometers long and has expanded the irrigation areas to 
more than 60,000 mu. 

Enormous amounts of infrastructure work done during these years 
involved millions of people and trillions of hours of work that was virtu-
ally free, as shown in the case study of Gao Village (Gao 1999a). If these 
kinds of infrastructure works were attempted today, they would require 
an astronomical amount of financial investment that can be accounted as 
GDP. Instead of a positive assessment of such work as a contribution by 
rural people to their own livelihood and the public good, the post-Mao 
neoliberal market intellectual elites interpret this as slave labor. It is 
also worth revisiting Walder’s GDP assessment to point out that the 
economic and financial value of such infrastructure work as done by the 
Gao villagers has never been included in the numbers added to growth 
rates for those years. 

The relevance of this is demonstrated by the fact that the “Number 
One Document” issued in 2011 is about irrigation in rural China. 
According to the Xinhua website, the official interpretation of this 
document, Beijing plans to spend four trillion RMB on rural irrigation 
in the next ten years. The reason why this is interesting is that it took 
30 years for the Chinese authorities to realize that they could not ignore 
the investment any longer. The Chinese state could afford to ignore 
irrigation infrastructure for 30 years because of the fact that the sound 
irrigation infrastructure that was built in the Mao era worked well for 
so many years. The dismantling of the collective system meant that even 
elementary maintenance has been neglected. A lot of the infrastructure 
fell into disuse, and the drought in north and south-west China have 
shown the effect of this neglect. 

According to one study, the 1988 statistics in Anhui show of the 98 
middle-sized reservoirs, 70 were built between 1966 and 1979, and of 
the 2.79 million mu of irrigated land, 1.96 million mu were built in this 
period. There was a severe drought in 1978, but grain production was not 
affected as a result of the irrigation infrastructure built in the Mao era 
(Li Changping 2011, Xu Hailiang 2000). Li Changping further argues 
that although four trillion may sound like a lot of money, compared to 
what had been invested in the Mao era, it is not very much. According 
to Li, on average there had been at least 200 to 300 million laborers 
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working on irrigation projects during winter each year. If each laborer 
worked 30 days each winter at the cost of 100 RMB a day, at today’s 
value the investment on irrigation each year was about 600 to 900 billion 
RMB a year. 

Rural Industry

The second development is the rise and expansion of township and 
villager enterprises (TVEs). In his critique of Stalin and the Soviet 
model of economic development, Mao developed the idea of decen-
tralization and of encouraging local initiatives in industrialization. Mao 
summed up the idea in the earthy saying, “walking on two legs”; the 
leg of the central planned economy of state-owned enterprise and the 
leg of locally developed collectively owned enterprises. These ideas 
were initiated and developed during the GLF, but were shelved after its 
failure. They emerged again during the CR, which gave rise to TVEs. 
Many of those TVEs were not only transitional to but also inspired the 
development of the Chinese private sector that exists in the economy 
today (Wong 2003). It is worth pointing out that the ideas of decen-
tralization and promoting local initiatives have laid the pathway for the 
economic take-off in post-Mao China, as local governments were the 
real actors behind the development. It is worth repeating that the local 
initiatives which started during the GLF years reignited during the CR 
and were called CBEs. Take the province of Jiangsu as an example. The 
total value of TVEs in 1975 reached more than 244 million RMB, an 
increase of 2.22 times compared with 1970 (this is calculated at the value 
of purchasing power at that time), a 20 percent annual increase (Mo 
Yuanren 1987: 140).

improvement in health and education  
in rural china

Another important development is that the CR period had provided 
a healthy and educated rural workforce in huge numbers who later 
became migrant workers—the numbers reached 200 million annually 
in the post-Mao period. This is a matter of huge significance, but it is 
hardly ever discussed. The practical and affordable medical care of the 
barefoot doctor system invented during the CR was the direct result 
of Mao’s intervention through his condemnation that the Ministry of 
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Health served only the urban lords (Cui Weiyuan 2008, Worsley 1982). 
As I have described in the case study of Gao Village (Gao 1999a), it 
was during the CR when all school-aged children were able to attend 
school for the first time in the village’s history. This was more or less the 
same nationwide (Pepper 1996). In a word, it was the great advance-
ment of education and health care during the Mao era in general, and 
during the CR in particular, that prepared the workforce and was vital 
for the eventual economic take-off. “Specialists on India’s economic 
development, for example, credit Mao’s mass literacy and public 
health mobilization campaigns with laying the social foundations for a 
post-Mao economic take-off that has permitted China in recent years to 
surge ahead of its South Asian neighbour” (Perry 2016: 116).

technological development

Another development during the CR that is relevant to the post-Mao 
economy is the development of technology. It is worth repeating here 
Walder’s (2016) assertion of “forced technological backwardness” by 
the CR. First it is again necessary to repeat the historical context that 
the West placed technological, and even traveling sanctions on China. 
So China had to rely on herself. This is worth pointing out because 
anti-Communist and neoliberal economic rationalists tend to exclude 
this aspect, instead of saying how well China has done in spite of this 
deliberate policy of strangulation. Once the West relaxed its grip, after 
Henry Kissinger’s visit in 1971, China started to seek advanced Western 
technology. China invested US$5,000 million and imported 26 large 
projects, including 13 large chemical fertilizer plants, four chemical 
fiber plants, three petrol chemical engineering plants and ten alkylben-
zene plants. It was with these imported technologies that the Beijing, 
Shanghai, and Shandong Petroleum Chemical Plans were set up, as were 
the Shandong Shengli, Liaoyang, Beijing and Helongjiang chemical 
fiber plants. Other fertilizer-producing factories were set up in Daqing, 
Nanjing, Liaohe, Dongting, Luzhou and Guizhou. This had nothing to 
do with post-Mao reform.

The self-reliance technologies that developed during the Mao era and 
the CR that benefited post-Mao economic development are just too 
numerous to list. The development of hybrid rice seeds is an excellent 
example because it boosted output by somewhere between 15 and 20 
percent. It was during the Mao era and especially the CR that scientists 
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like Yuan Longping started to work on these kinds of projects in coor-
dinated teamwork, the achievement of which not only brought benefits 
to post-Mao economic development but also helped other countries in 
the world. In relation to this it is worth pointing out that the one and 
only Nobel Prize for science won by a Chinese of the PRC origin is Tu 
Youyou, for discovering the compound Artemether that cures malaria. Tu, 
again, worked and achieved the results during the CR. It is important to 
stress that these two scientists worked with their teams and it was their 
teamwork that achieved the results. For this reason it was difficult for 
some years for the global scientific community to pick out one individual 
to nominate as a Nobel candidate for the Artemether discovery. The 
Nobel Prize assumption of individual discoveries is contrary to the CR 
idea of teamwork and its contribution to the public good. It is interesting 
to note that Yuan Longping now takes the credit for himself and runs a 
company that makes a profit, while parroting the clichés of condemning 
the Mao era, and not surprisingly has been berated by thousands over 
social media (Si Min 2017). 

By the time Mao died, China had fought two large wars, the Korean 
War and the Vietnam War, with the US, the technologically, economi-
cally and militarily most powerful country in the world, and two small 
wars—one with India (1962) and one with Russia (1969). China had 
developed into a formidable industrial country with sufficient national 
capabilities, including nuclear weapons, to defend itself. It even managed 
to send a satellite into space. Taking into account the fact that China 
benefited greatly from Soviet Russia’s generous help, these achieve-
ments are remarkable as Soviet assistance was cut off toward the end 
of the 1950s. There would have been no way to achieve this develop-
ment without the policy of self-reliance and collective efforts, given the 
circumstances of the Cold War, which led to capital, economic, techno-
logical and trade sanctions against China. It was the Maoist discourse 
that held the collective together during this historical period. 

The anti-Communists would of course bring attention to the economic 
scarcity in the Mao era, to justify their conceptualization framework. In 
those days even basic daily items such as soap were rationed. This is 
often cited as evidence for the bankruptcy of a planned economy run by 
a Communist regime. Only a market economy can achieve miracles, and 
the post-Mao economic reform proved that, as the Chinese not only no 
longer had to ration but there was an oversupply of commodities. Apart 
from the fact that even in developed Western societies affluence is a 
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recent phenomenon, the Chinese state had to ration daily necessities 
at that time as a strategic choice, a choice made during the height of 
the Cold War. The PRC faced hostile forces all around, because by the 
late 1950s China had split from the Soviet Union, and had to extract 
and save every penny to develop national defense industries rapidly. The 
Chinese farewell to consumer goods scarcity became possible when the 
Cold War became warmer in the early 1970s because of decisions the 
US made, and only then was China able to have a seat at the United 
Nations. Those international geopolitical changes paved the way for 
China to shift investment strategy from heavy and national defense 
industries to light and consumer industries. At the same time China 
could start to import Western technology and foreign currencies and 
even investment from the overseas Chinese community. The truth 
according to anti-Communist Cold War propaganda is that in the Mao 
era, China isolated itself from the outside world and it was only when 
Deng Xiaoping came to power that China started to open up.

guiding principles in china’s ethnic  
and foreign policies

The Marxist philosophy of class struggle laid the foundation of Mao’s 
ethnic and foreign policies which were pushed to the extreme during 
the CR. The theory of class struggle and its practice in the Mao era, 
although it should be critiqued in terms of its excess and condemned 
by its victims, had consequences that still vibrate today. One example 
is that ethnic tensions in regions such as Tibet have been increasing 
in the post-Mao era. There are of course many interrelated factors in 
this development, but one could argue that an important factor is the 
abandonment of Mao’s intellectual discourse of class. While class theory 
alienated the elite and upper class of Tibetans, it played a role in uniting 
the lower classes under the official line that people of the exploited and 
oppressed classes are brothers. Because values and identities were not 
premised on ethnicity but on class (Wei Se 2006), the logical extension 
is that the majority of the Tibetans and other ethnic Chinese should not 
have unresolvable contradictions among themselves. It is based on this 
guiding principle that the Chinese authorities implemented measures 
in dealing with political and socio-economic issues. Once the principle 
was thrown out by the post-Mao regime, ethnicity emerged as the focus 
of conflict.
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It is the same case with foreign policies. Even for Mao, China’s national 
interest should be considered a priority, just like it is for any national 
leader. But what was different for Mao was that he wanted to differenti-
ate the people from the ruling classes, and therefore for him, to support 
and defend the interests of the people of other nations is the same as 
supporting and defending the interests of the Chinese people. Thus in 
China’s relation with Japan, Mao would say that the Japanese imperial-
ist invasion of China was a crime committed by Japan’s ruling class at 
that time, and therefore the people of both countries were victims. It 
was under this intellectual understanding that Mao even thanked, with 
his typical humor and irony, Japan for helping the CCP win power (as 
the Japanese invasion distracted Chiang Kai-shek’s anti-Communist 
efforts), and that China was willing to give up the demand for monetary 
compensation from Japan when the PRC and Japan finally established 
diplomatic relationships in 1973. Again, once that principle was gone, 
the historical damage incurred by Japan’s invasion of China has become 
the nationalist or even racist issue, as it manifests itself today. 

As a last example we can observe China’s relationship with Vietnam. 
During the Mao era, especially during the CR, China under Mao sup-
ported the Vietnamese fight against US imperialism. Again this was 
guided not only by national interest but also by the theory of class struggle. 
For Deng Xiaoping, however, foreign policies guided by the theory of 
class struggle would damage China’s national interest. He would forego 
class theory so as to embrace capitalism to develop China’s economy. It 
surely was not a coincidence that Deng launched an invasion of Vietnam 
in 1979 as soon as he had returned from his visit to the US. Other factors, 
such as the fact that Vietnam joined the Soviet-dominated Council for 
Mutual Economic Cooperation (Comecon) and signed the Treaty of 
Friendship and Cooperation with the Soviet Union in 1978, and the 
fact that in December 1978 Vietnam began a full-scale counter-attack 
against Kampuchea (today’s Cambodia), played their roles in China’s 
decision to “punish” Vietnam. Domestic politics might also have been a 
factor, as Deng wanted to launch the war to consolidate his grip on the 
CCP (Thayer 1987). These considerations relating to international geo-
politics and domestic politics regarding the Sino-Vietnam War contain 
elements of truth, but what has often been ignored is the difference 
between Mao and Deng in how they conceptualized the world. Specif-
ically, unlike Mao, Deng did not conceive the dynamics of class theory, 
in whereas Mao did. Just as Deng would abandon class theory as a nec-
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essary principle guiding China’s domestic policies, he would not even 
contemplate class theory in assessing international geopolitics. Deng 
clearly got support for his determination to “teach Vietnam a lesson” 
during his trip to Washington, DC in January 1979 following the formal 
normalization of ties. Brzezinski’s memoirs go into this. During Deng’s 
trip he was given a classified briefing on Vietnam’s order of battle. And 
as the fighting raged, Brzezinski convinced the White House not to 
cancel Treasury Secretary Michael Blumenthal’s trip to discuss trade 
issues. The declassified record of Deng’s conversations with Carter have 
Carter opposing the attack, but not adamantly (Zhang Xiaoming 2015). 

gender equality

According to a recent US Bureau of Labor Statistics report, the Chinese 
women’s labor participation rate of nearly 70 percent is the highest in 
the world, even higher than the French male labor participation rate 
of 62 percent (International Labor Comparisons 2011). This may well 
be a mixed blessing for women, because it mostly means that Chinese 
women work extremely hard not only earning an income but also doing 
most of the housework, which includes more responsibilities in looking 
after children. But there are two compensating points. One is that most 
Chinese parents help look after their grandchildren. The other is that 
even a professional woman in China may be able to afford domestic help 
either part time or full time. In any case, the fact of a woman earning an 
income is an indication of subjectivity and independence. This has a lot 
to do with the 1949 Revolution and the Maoist legacy. 

Mao’s idea of gender equality can be traced back to his famous “A 
Report on Hunan’s Peasantry Movement” in which Mao hailed the rise 
of women that shook the foundation of Chinese male dominance. Then 
in 1928 the Three Major Disciplines and Six Points of Attention to 
discipline Red Army soldiers were released, the instruction of “avoiding 
women when having a bath” was added in 1929 and later changed to 
“not to molest women.” In December 1955 Mao made a comment on 
the article “Women March on the Labour Front” that the broad masses 
of women should be mobilized to participate in labor to build socialism 
and that women and men should be paid the same for the same labor and 
that this could be achieved in a socialist society (Peng Shicheng 2017). 
Mao’s famous saying that “women can prop up half the sky” is known all 
over the world as an inspiration even in protests against Donald Trump. 
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That the 1949 CR has generated its spin-off—the gender revolution—
is beyond dispute in the field, though it is true that the achievements 
have not been as good as was officially claimed. The CR pushed the 
Chinese gender revolution further to the positive side. It is true that 
China today is still a gender discriminatory society in which women 
do more work but are less recognized. However, China has made great 
strides in promoting the status of women owing to the efforts of the 
CCP government of the PRC in general and also to Mao himself. Given 
how entrenched traditional discrimination against women has been 
since ancient times, these achievements are even more impressive. 

The distinctive gender equality agenda pushed by the CCP demon-
strates how the issue was dealt with as a matter of urgency when the 
PRC was established. In April 1949, six months before the declaration 
of the People’s Republic, the first national women’s conference was held 
and the All-China Federation of Women was established. By 1952, 
two years before the Chinese Constitution was enacted, the Marriage 
Law was already in place. All the discriminatory customs imposed on 
women—most significantly, polygyny, foot binding and female infanti-
cide—were declared illegal by this and other legislation. 

Meanwhile, women were encouraged to participate in political life 
as well as to work outside the home. A recent study by Yao Yang and 
Wuyue You (2016) of Peking University is an insightful indication of 
these achievements. Female membership in the CCP increased steadily 
and peaked in the mid-1970s. In 1949, women accounted for 11.9 
percent of the CCP membership. By 1976, this figure had increased to 
13.5 percent. The increase in female membership was especially notable 
in the countryside, rising from 8.5 percent in 1949 to 13.2 percent in 
1976. In 1973, the number of female members in the CCP’s Central 
Committee reached a record high of 17 percent. The Yang and You 
study shows that one of the consequences of women’s political par-
ticipation was a decline in the gender population imbalance due to a 
drop in infanticides and mistreatment of young girls. Data collected 
from the county chronicles of approximately 1,200 counties, the CCP’s 
statistical publications and the 1990 census, indicates a causal rela-
tionship between a higher female Party membership and the decline 
of gender population imbalances. Female membership in the Party in 
1950 strongly correlates with the change of the population sex ratio 
between 1950 and 1980. Based on their analysis, increasing female party 
membership can explain 17 percent of the decline in gender imbalance 
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across the population between 1950 and 1975. More rigorous econo-
metric analysis based on an instrumented panel method qualitatively 
confirms this baseline result.

Since the 1980s onwards, a more stringent one child per family policy 
was implemented in rural China. The sometimes ruthless policy measure 
ignored the socio-economic as well as traditional values of rural com-
munities by imposing prohibitive financial penalties and forcing brutal 
abortions. As a form of passive resistance many rural people tended to 
abort a female in favor of a male. The urban political elite who designed 
this brutal policy did not pause to reflect on that fact that it is easier to 
implement a one child per family policy in the urban sector because they 
had social security and welfare provisions which were absent for rural 
people. A rural family would prefer to have a male child because the 
parents would need a son to look after them when they were old, since 
a daughter would be married into the family of the husband. Therefore, 
logically and rationally a rural family is in favor of the underground 
practice of aborting female children. 

What is interesting and significant is that even under these circum-
stances, the political participation of women has a positive outcome in 
terms of gender balance. As the intellectual discourse of the CCP is 
that there should be gender equality, once you are member of the CCP, 
a woman, either by mentality or by discipline or both combined, is less 
likely to choose abortion. The Yang and You (2016) study shows that 
female party membership had a strong impact on family planning. In 
other words, female representation in the CCP seemed to have a direct 
positive impact on the number of surviving female newborns, either 
before or after the stringent family policy measures were taken.

The liberation of women triggered a dramatic change in Chinese 
society. But this change cannot be taken for granted because change 
of this nature is political and needs the political will of the state, which 
in turn is guided by a political agenda. The contrast between what was 
achieved before and what happened after Mao clearly shows not only 
that there is a long way to go to achieve gender equality but also that 
development can be reversed if there is no political will to make progress. 
As the Yang and You (2016) study shows, women’s political participation 
has been slowing since China entered the reform age. Nationwide, female 
party membership declined after 1976 and did not begin to increase 
again until 1987. In the countryside, the downward trend has never been 
reversed. In the current CCP Central Committee, there are only a dozen 
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female members out of a total of 205. Together with decreasing political 
participation, discrimination against women in employment has become 
an increasing problem. The 2010 national census shows that only 62 
percent of women between 20 and 60 years old were employed.

xi jinping as an educated youth 

Another important legacy of the CR is the Xi Jinping leadership (Brown 
2016). Of the three leaderships after Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin and 
Zhu Rongji, Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao, and Xi Jinping and Li Keqiang, 
only the last one is the CR generation. Though Xi’s father is in many 
ways a victim of the politics of the Mao era, Xi himself does not seem to 
complain about his experience as an educated youth sent down to a poor 
village during the CR. In fact Xi is the first formal top Chinese leader 
since the death of Mao who has defended the Mao era by saying that one 
should not use the second 30 years of the PRC to denounce the first 30 
years (Xinhua 2013). Though the jury is still out, much of Xi’s leadership 
style and policy content reminds one of Mao: anti-corruption, stress on 
moral education, Mass Line (a policy of communication between the 
leadership and masses of people at grassroots), constraint on bureaucracy, 
restriction on official privilege and assertiveness in foreign relations.

Kong Dan, one of the chief xijiu and liandong leaders (discussed 
in Chapter 6), but who was also sent to Shaanxi in a village about 58 
kilometers away from where Xi was sent, in his interview reveals some 
of Xi’s background (Kong Dan 2015b). Xi stayed in a village for seven 
years, became a member of the CCP there and the party secretary of the 
brigade where he was first sent at 15 years of age. Xi claims that every 
generation of youth has its own circumstances and opportunities and 
everyone should seek a life and create history under given conditions. 
Xi’s family, especially his father, were victims of the Mao era and the CR. 
However, Xi takes a positive attitude in his experience and interprets his 
harsh life in the country as a way of tempering his will and as a way of 
understanding how the Chinese rural people lived and worked. In his 
high-profile Chinese New Year visit in 2015 to his rustication place in 
the North Shaanxi region, he introduced his celebrity singer wife to the 
people he got to know in the area (China Daily 2015). In 2002, Xi wrote 
an account of his sojourn in the countryside called, “I am a son of the 
yellow earth.”
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concluding remarks

The above discussion has only touched the surface of the profound 
change in Chinese society as a result of the ideas and practice of the CR. 
Other areas of huge significance have not been discussed. For instance, 
the improvement of health care in the Mao era in general and during the 
CR in particular is only mentioned briefly. The critical attitudes that the 
Chinese have developed toward the authorities is not discussed in depth. 
Any casual survey on social media will demonstrate that many Chinese 
today uses the Mao era and especially the CR as a benchmark to evaluate 
the inequality, corruption and social problems in today’s China. If it 
were not for the official line as well as self-censorship by the Chinese 
political and intellectual elite, such comparative evaluation would be 
more pronounced. Finally, by highlighting the positive legacies of the 
CR, I don’t intend to deny that there was tremendous personal suffering 
experienced by people as high up as Liu Shaoqi and his wife, by people 
with connections to the West like Nien Cheng and by ordinary people 
like many school teachers. All I have tried to do is to show how the CR 
can be constructed for specific political purpose and for a particular con-
ceptualization of ourselves and the world around us.



8
Clashing Views of the  
Great Leap Forward

introduction

What happened during the GLF (1958 to 1961) is still hugely contested. 
Some facts are established and accepted by historians of all political per-
suasions: some GLF policies were so radical that they had disastrous 
consequences (Yang Dali 1996), policies such as the mobilization of 
neighborhood and village farmers to produce iron and steel to fulfill 
production quotas, in an attempt to speed up industrialization. It was not 
only a waste of time and energy but it also destroyed precious resources 
such as forestry when trees were cut down to make charcoal for iron 
and steel smelting. It is also generally accepted that grain production 
declined as a result of these policies, though how much the reduction of 
grain production was also a result of natural climate conditions such as 
drought and floods is still debated. Finally, it is also accepted that there 
was a nationwide shortage of food, that there was a famine and that 
there were people, mostly rural residents, who died of starvation during 
the period. Debate occurs in two areas: the death toll of the famine, i.e. 
how many people actually died of starvation, and who should be held 
responsible (Riskin 1998). 

Those in the scientific community would mostly agree that a “scientific,” 
or at least useful theory or hypothesis is one that makes predictions that 
can either be proved or falsified. Most theories of social sciences and 
humanities don’t make predictions, or if they do they are unlikely to be 
proved: note how often China has been predicted to collapse (Chang 
2001, Shambaugh 2015). However, regarding the GLF, one prediction 
can arguably be proved or falsified: if a scholar, a historian, a journalist 
or a commentator is anti-Communist, anti-Mao or even anti the 1949 
Chinese Revolution, he or she, whether Chinese or not, would tend to 
make or believe claims for the highest possible GLF famine death toll. 
The other side of the coin of this falsifiable prediction is that if one is of 
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the political left and is sympathetic to the 1949 Chinese Revolution, one 
tends to be skeptical of the highest number pronounced.

You would think that death toll numbers based on mathematical cal-
culations couldn’t just be anybody’s guess. But guessing is exactly what 
has happened with the GLF famine death toll (Riskin 1998). To start 
with, what is death caused by starvation? If one is sick and elderly one 
might live longer if the person is well looked after. Lack of nutrition may 
accelerate the time of death of the elderly and the sick. This has been 
the case for thousands of years in China and only very recently did the 
majority of Chinese manage to escape the constant threat of starvation. 

What makes the issue of the GLF death toll more contestable is that 
there was no population census, nor a sample survey, at that time. The 
most rigorously calculated death toll number by serious scholars such 
as Coale (1984) and Banister (1987) is based on a mathematical model, 
primarily, and also based on Chinese demographic publications in the 
early 1980s. Mathematical models are based on many assumptions, 
and if any of them are wrong the end results are erroneous. Population 
censuses and sample marriage and fertility surveys, “scientific” as they 
may be in the given circumstances, may and can contain errors. The fact 
is that the population base in China is so large that even a tiny error, an 
otherwise insignificant omitted category, or missing information, can in 
fact mean a huge discrepancy in the numbers. 

This chapter aims to address these issues. Specifically, it will give 
concrete examples of how knowledge of GLF is produced by the 
selection of data or even the fabrication of data. The latest representative 
work on the GLF by the Chinese journalist Yang Jisheng and a Western 
historian Frank Dikötter will be discussed in this chapter in contrast 
with the Chinese scholars Yang Songlin and Sun Jingxian. The clash of 
views on the GLF is not simply the result of “the Chinese themselves say 
so,” nor “Chinese” versus “foreigners,” but of political agenda, political 
persuasion and the conceptualization of ourselves and the world. 

the politics of constructing  
historical knowledge

History is about the past, but there is no history unless someone writes 
about it. But who writes history and why? The working class has no 
history, nor does the Chinese peasantry. They don’t have the resources 
to write history. Why does anyone want to write about the history of 
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the GLF? You must want to prove something or to argue for something. 
Ilya Somin, professor of law at George Mason University, wants to argue 
for something: “Who was the biggest mass murderer in the history of 
the world? … both Hitler and Stalin were outdone by Mao Zedong. 
From 1958 to 1962, his Great Leap Forward policy led to the deaths of 
up to 45 million people—easily making it the biggest episode of mass 
murder ever recorded” (Somin 2016). Where does he get this figure of 
45 million from? From Frank Dikötter, to whom I will return later. Even 
if one accepts the guess of so many millions, surely the result of a policy 
failure is not the same as Hitler’s planned policy of the Holocaust. Even 
manslaughter is not the same as murder, both morally and legally. What 
political point does Somin want to prove by accusing Mao of being a 
mass murderer, just as Chang and Halliday (2005) do? 

Even Dikötter, whom Somin quotes, has to admit that the GLF was 
in pursuit of “a utopian paradise.” Somin (2016) quotes Dikötter, who 
says “everything was collectivised. People had their work, homes, land, 
belongings and livelihoods taken from them. In collective canteens, food, 
distributed by the spoonful according to merit, became a weapon used to 
force people to follow the party’s every dictate.” What is prescribed here 
as historical knowledge of the GLF by Dikötter might be true of one or 
two places that he was told about, but to make a generalization about the 
whole of China based on the effect of the GLF on isolated cases is ques-
tionable scholarship. Even in the most radical year of 1958, homes in 
general were not collectivized because villagers still owned and lived in 
their own homes, nor were belongings collectivized, apart from utensils 
made of iron and steel that were taken away to fulfill iron and steel 
production quotas (Gao 1999b). From an administrative point of view, 
it would be impossible to distribute food by the spoonful according to 
merit for any lengthy period of time in any place. As a general practice, 
in the public canteen during that short period of time, food was dis-
tributed on a per capita basis, though in some places differences were 
sometimes made between an adult and a child. 

That the GLF resulted in a famine is beyond dispute, and it is one 
of the black spots for the history of socialist China. However, if one is 
even slightly sympathetic with the Chinese 1949 Revolution one should 
look at the disaster in its historical context. To start with, the motivation 
and intentions were to build a new socialist China and to catch up with 
industrialization, with naïve enthusiasm. Second, in a pre-industrial and 
pre-technological breakthrough society with such a precarious ratio of 
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land to population, about 7 percent of the world’s arable land to feed 
almost a quarter of the world’s population, famine and starvation had 
been constant features in China for hundreds of years, if not more. 
China’s history of famine shows that a relatively large-scale famine 
usually claimed millions of lives (Mallory 1926, Deng Tuo 1937). The 
most recent famine, a relatively minor one before the GLF, was in 1946, 
and indeed Dikötter used 1946 famine photos for the front cover of his 
book on the GLF. Third, famine is not just a Chinese phenomenon: 
under British rule, India and Ireland also had large-scale famines: “In the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, India experienced simultaneously 
its worst famine ever and its largest grain exports, supplying nearly a 
fifth of Britain’s wheat consumption” (Davis 2001: part iv and chapter 
9), and “Under the Raj between 1896 and 1900, more than ten million 
people died in avoidable famines out of a population of a little more 
than one-third the size of China’s in 1960. A proportionally even greater 
number of people died from hunger in Ireland in 1845–46 under British 
rule” (Lin Chun 2015: 16). 

Furthermore, as Dreze and Sen (1989) state, without any specific 
famine, nearly four million people die prematurely in India every year 
from malnutrition and related problems. Finally, in terms of the historical 
context, one should remember that the GLF famine was the first and the 
last large-scale famine in the entire history of the PRC.

By pointing to the historical context I don’t mean to say that there was 
nothing wrong with the GLF or that it shouldn’t be criticized, or that 
there was nothing wrong with Mao. I am arguing, however, that it was a 
policy failure (Bachman 1991, Teiwes 1984), and a disastrous one at that, 
but not a policy designed to deliberately murder the Chinese people, like 
Hitler’s Holocaust. I cannot see how anyone can argue otherwise unless 
one wants to construct the knowledge that there is a constant battle of 
evil against good, that communism is evil and that Mao was the arche-
typical monster of this evil force called communism. 

conceptualization of the socialist road  
of collectivization

It is very difficult to argue that Mao was not the number one person 
responsible for the GLF disaster since he was the chairman of the 
CCP and the military commission, the two most powerful positions in 
the country’s system, and also the president of the PRC (a ceremonial 
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position). Furthermore, as I have discussed throughout this book, Mao 
was the ultimate arbitrator, interpreter and announcer of the narrative of 
the PRC’s direction of development. In other words, Mao held the key 
to the conceptual direction that dictated the GLF policies. However, to 
say that Mao held the main positions of responsibility is not to say that 
Mao alone should be held responsible for the GLF disaster. Nor should 
Mao be held responsible for everything that happened at grassroots 
level all over the country. By the same token it is hard to support the 
claim that Mao knew of the starvation but knowingly went ahead with 
his personal ambition at the expense of millions of lives, as claimed by 
Dikötter (2010), Chang and Halliday (2005).

The GLF had its conceptual origin in the future direction of China as 
well as in the practicum of policymaking after the CCP took over power 
as a result of the 1949 Revolution. The conceptual origin is related to 
how China developed socialism and the practicum can be called the 
governance of “rule of Mandate” (Birney 2014). 

Let me start with the conceptualization of socialist collectivization. 
The land reform program was carried out in the CCP-occupied areas 
after the surrender of the Japanese in 1945, well before 1949 when the 
PRC was declared as established and when Chiang Kai-shek took the 
Nationalist government to Taiwan (Hinton 1972, Cook 2016). Within 
a year or two of the redistribution of land in what were called “the 
liberated areas,” where the CCP had built their base after battling the 
Nationalists, there were already signs of disparity between the poor and 
the rich. The weak and sick households began to sell their land to survive 
and a new class of “landlords” seemed to be emerging, a familiar scenario 
during thousands of years of Chinese history. For a party that explicitly 
claimed to want to build an equal society, this was a concern for the CCP.

More importantly, there was the conceptual issue of the future direction 
of China in the mid-1950s. One fraction within the CCP leadership 
represented by Liu Shaoqi, the number two leader in the CCP hierarchy 
at that time, wanted to consolidate the program of the New Democratic 
Revolution (Liu 1985: 62), which meant that private ownership of land 
should be maintained in rural China and private entrepreneurship and 
patriotic capitalism should be encouraged because such a system would 
motivate the development of China’s economy and the employment of 
the urban population. Mao, on the other hand, wanted to move to the 
next stage of socialist development, by which land in rural China would 
be collectivized and industry nationalized in urban China (Mao 1939).
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For Mao the program of the New Democratic Revolution had 
already been successfully completed by the mid-1950s when colonial-
ists and their compradors, the latter referring to the Chinese capitalists 
who moved to Hong Kong for instance, were driven out and the feudal 
system of landlord ownership was overthrown in mainland China by the 
land reform. For Liu Shaoqi, however, the New Democratic Revolution 
had only just started as the CCP had only just taken over the mainland. 

This difference in conceptualizing the future direction of China is 
derived from a different understanding of what the CCP took as Marx’s 
“scientific law” of human history: “dialectic materialism.” This law of 
human society, considered to have been discovered by Marx, states that 
humanity develops from the primitive to the advanced stage through a 
dynamic relationship between the economic base (such as technology 
and material production) and the superstructure of the ownership of 
the means of production (such as the law and the government that 
maintains such ownership). The dialectic is that when an economic base 
has developed sufficiently it will lead to a change in the superstructure. 
On the other hand, the superstructure may either hinder or promote the 
development of the economic base. 

For Liu Shaoqi, China’s economic base at that time was not developed 
enough to change the superstructure of socialist programs of public 
ownership of the means of production and therefore it would take years 
of industrialization before China was ready for the next stage. But Mao 
was more inclined toward the role played by the superstructure in “the 
law of history.” For Mao, a more advanced relationship of the means 
of production, that is, public ownership of means of production, would 
bring more rapid economic development. After all, the CCP did not 
wait until China was fully industrialized to make a supposedly prole-
tarian (working-class) revolution, and the 1949 Revolution succeeded 
largely due to the role played by the CCP, “the vanguard of revolution,” 
who mobilized the Chinese peasantry, considered backward by orthodox 
Marxism. In other words, Mao believed that China could march into 
socialism by skipping the state of capitalism under the correct leadership 
of the CCP. 

Once the direction of collectivization was determined under such 
conceptualization, how to put the idea into practice mattered. In the 
hierarchy of the CCP Mao was the ultimate arbitrator, and other 
comrades in the senior leadership looked up to him for direction. With a 
long tradition of the hierarchical “rule of mandate” governance practice, 
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which was packaged in the name of Leninist democratic centralism that 
was the straightjacket on the CCP, every level of leadership looked to the 
level above for a performance index, but wouldn’t look to the level below 
for an idea of what would be wrong on the ground. Furthermore, the 
decentralization let loose by Mao led the local authorities to interpret 
their own policy priorities. On the one hand, everyone seemed to guess 
what was wanted from a level above in the government hierarchy, and 
on the other hand, people were motivated to outperform the other to do 
what they thought was the correct understanding of the situation. 

Let us be reminded that one of the reasons for the GLF failure was 
the establishment of large communes. This organizational structure con-
tributed to the reduction of food production and therefore was a cause 
of the famine. In a large commune of several thousand households—
or even more in some cases, especially a commune that was formed by 
putting together villages of different lineages, as most of the villages 
were not that big—it was difficult to manage production activities. It 
was difficult to supervise, to monitor and to get feedback, even with the 
best of intentions by everyone. But neither Mao, nor the CCP center 
in Beijing, had such a design to start with. The CCP resolution on the 
issue (CCP 1958) of the People’s Commune was a resolution in response 
to what had already happened, as stated by Chen Boda in November 
1958 (Yang Shangkun 2001: 297). The resolution states that the size of 
a commune should be limited to around 6,000 households (this proved 
to be too big), and any larger ones should not be promoted, that the 
formation of large communes should be based on zijue ziyuan (willingly 
and voluntarily by the villagers), that the basic production activities and 
management should not change (shang dong xia bu dong) and that the 
means of production should be collectively owned, not publicly owned.* 

It was the same with the phenomenon of public canteens. There 
was no design from the top to establish public canteens. The practice 
emerged somewhere and was then promoted, even by leaders like Liu 
Shaoqi. The practice of setting up village and street stoves making iron 
and steel was not a policy from the top either, as pointed out by Zhou 
Enlai (Yang Shangkun 2001: 318).

*  This is an important distinction: collective ownership means that what is owned 
historically by the residents of any village cannot be redistributed to anyone outside 
of that village.
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Experiments of all kinds emerged at that time with political passion 
(Dutton 2016). This passion was reinforced by the previous successes 
of the CCP leadership, a passion built on a belief that with the correct 
leadership of the CCP the Chinese masses could achieve anything: the 
only limitation was one’s imagination. This passion in believing in revo-
lutionary change and in China’s new destiny was almost religious. It was 
this semi-religious passion that led to so many policies that are viewed 
as irrational with hindsight. 

When the reality hit them, the CCP leadership, especially Mao 
himself, quickly moved to address problems arising from having large 
collective communes. But by the time they realized there were issues it 
was already too late, partly because some local authorities dragged their 
feet in reversing their forward policies, as I will discuss. The system that 
was finalized from the lessons learned from the GLF was complicated 
and sophisticated, as my brief outline here will show. The highest admin-
istrative organ was still called the commune (gongshe), under which there 
were ten or so production brigades (shengchan da dui) and under each 
production brigade there were ten or so production teams (shengchan 
xiao dui). These were the three layers of rural organizations that lasted 
until the early 1980s. The production team normally consisted of ten to 
twenty households, depending on the size of the village. For instance, 
if a village had only ten or fifteen households that village would have 
only one production team. If a village, like Gao Village (Gao 1999a), 
had more than 30 households then it was more likely to be divided into 
two teams. Each team would have a leadership team comprising several 
people, a team leader, a team accountant and a team women leader. Later, 
in some villages they sometimes installed a team storeman to look after 
the store house where the output of the production was kept, and a team 
work point record keeper.

In this structure of management, a specific amount of land inherited 
before the 1949 Revolution would be owned by all the members of the 
village, if the village were the size of a team, and would be managed 
by that team. The team would share all that was produced on the 
fixed amount of land. The leadership of the team arranged all of the 
production activities, and sometimes an ad hoc group was assigned a 
specific task that required a small group work. In this system, supervi-
sion and monitoring was easier and more transparent. Within one team, 
the contribution of each member to the collective, a man or woman, a 
child or a disabled person, was recorded by what was called a work point 
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system, and everyone was supposed to do what one could. So the large 
communes were gone and the principle of “from each according to one’s 
ability and to each according to one’s labour” was upheld. At the same 
time the basic amount of grain would be distributed to everyone on a 
per capita basis, with a difference between adult and child, irrespective of 
whether one could work or not, as a basic welfare provision.

What about the “free rider” phenomenon, metaphorically described 
as the “iron bowl” in Chinese, a bowl with food in it that can never 
break (irrespective of whether one works for it)? As described in detail 
in the case study of Gao Village (Gao 1999a), the free rider concern is 
largely academic when applied to the case of collective agriculture in 
China. To start with, in a lineage village where everyone was more or 
less related to each other, the villagers saw basic grain provision for the 
elderly, the sick and children as morally acceptable. They also accepted 
the fact that households might have ups and downs, such as more 
children in a particular household and a sick person in a household one 
year but not the next. Moreover, there were other means to compensate 
the households that had contributed more to the team. For instance, 
these households might be distributed certain amounts of fish from the 
collective fish pond, or non-grain products such as cotton or peanuts 
that the households that had contributed less in terms of labor would 
not have received. The system involved the collaborative participation 
of all the villagers. It was the first time in Chinese history that the rural 
collectively managed their affairs. 

the failure of policy process

It has been argued that Mao pushed the GLF down a slippery slope 
with two major moves. One was to lecture Liu Shaoqi first, for lingering 
in the New Democratic period, and then Zhou Enlai for his cautious 
attitude toward the GLF, accusing leaders like Zhou “as women walking 
with bound feet,” wobbling and slow. Both Liu and Zhou had to adjust 
their positions to fall into line with Mao. The other major move was the 
Anti-Rightist Movement in 1957, which, it has been argued, had shut 
off any opposition to GLF policies from the rational intellectual elite. 
Both arguments have some merits, and explain the origin and the devel-
opment of the GLF to a large extent: (1) Mao wanted to end the New 
Democratic program sooner and to speed up collective farming, and (2) 
the Anti-Rightist Movement, by creating a climate of Left political cor-
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rectness, not only silenced opposition but also encouraged those who 
pushed for radicalism. 

However, the two arguments cannot explain all the problems and the 
scale of the GLF. After all, as we will see shortly, Mao was the one who 
tried to caution other leaders not to be too radical. To address this issue 
adequately we need to pay attention to scholars like Bachman (1991) and 
Teiwes (1984), who try to locate the policy process in the CCP system 
that led to the disaster of the GLF. As I mentioned above, within the 
CCP Mao was taken to be a person who not only led but also defined 
the course of the Chinese Revolution. Other leaders either had to follow 
him or be demoted in the process of policymaking. In the end, Mao 
prevailed, and Liu and others, like Deng Xiaoping and Zhou Enlai, not 
only fell into line with Mao but actively supported the GLF. According 
to Yang Shangkun’s diary entries, in early 1959, Deng Xiaoping (Yang 
Shangkun 2001: 342), Chen Yun (Yang Shangkun 2001: 349) and Li 
Fuchun (Yang Shangkun 2001: 339), the three heavyweights in the 
implementation of the policies, were the ones who insisted on fulfilling 
the centrally planned industrial production targets. It was Ke Qingshi, 
the one who was accused of being a puppy dog of Mao by the post-Mao 
elite, who wanted to slow down (Yang Shangkun 2001: 321). 

It was not that those giant figures of the CCP, like Liu Shaoqi, Deng 
Xiaoping and Zhou Enlai, were stupid, or that they were just afraid of 
Mao’s personal wrath. They were ready to sacrifice their lives when they 
decided to participate in the Revolution. It was Mao who had given the 
intellectual narrative for the Revolution for which those CCP leaders 
were convicted and for which they were willing to experiment for the 
faster development of a better China. Mao was able to articulate the 
conceptualization of a socialist country by which China could move 
forward. 

Once they agreed on the conceptualization there was the issue of how 
to put the theory into practice. The problem was that once the consensus 
(of the GLF) was reached, however tentatively, everyone would try to 
pursue their own beliefs. Most of what now seems to be the crazy GLF 
initiatives did not come from Mao himself. Liu Shaoqi, the second in 
command, a man with a reputation for being practical, went as far as to 
say on December 20, 1957 that it would only take China two or three 
years to overtake Great Britain. Liu also said to the workers in Shijngshan 
that communism would be realized in their lifetime (Ma Qibing 1991: 
148). Even the term “Leap Forward” might be an invention by the 



168  .  constructing china

person who was initially criticized by Mao for being too cautious, Zhou 
Enlai (Xie Chuntao 1990: 12). In a talk in Wuhan in July 1963, in the 
presence of Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, Peng Zhen, Kang Sheng, Chen 
Boda, Wu Lengxi, Yao Qin, Fan Luoyu and Wang Li, Mao said that 
he saw the term “Great Leap” in newspapers in Beijing in September 
1957 when he was with Deng Xiaoping in Moscow and thought the 
slogan was anti-materialist (Wang Li 2008: 187). Wang further claims 
that he remembered Wu Lengxi transmitting Mao’s criticism of the 
“Communist Wind” (referring to the political correctness of limiting 
private space for the development of communism) as early as October 
in 1957 (Wang Li 2008: 187). Wu Lengxi, editor of the People’s Daily, 
in his memoirs, regrets that he did not follow Mao closely enough by 
tuning down the frenzy in the CCP mouthpiece media outlet that was 
tremendously influential at that time (Wu Lengxi 1995).

The idea of the People’s Commune was first implemented by the 
Chayashan local authorities in Suiping County of Henan Province in 
April 1958. When Mao was introduced to the idea by Tan Qilong, the 
party secretary of Shandong Province, Mao made an offhand remark 
that the People’s Commune sounded good. A journalist picked up the 
remark and made headline news in the People’s Daily that “Chairman 
Mao said People’s Commune is good” (Gao 1999a: 123). 

The idea of everyone eating together in a canteen was again an 
experiment initiated by the local authorities. On July 8, 1958, the People’s 
Daily published a report that listed eight advantages of setting up a public 
canteen, including the promotion of work efficiency and liberation of 
women from the kitchen. The idea was reported to be supported by Liu 
Shaoqi when he visited Shandong on July 14–18, 1958, when he also 
suggested that every factory should make their iron and steel instead 
of relying on external supplies (Ma Qibing 1991: 148). In July 1958, 
Li Fuchun and Li Xiannian, two leaders in charge of the state’s central 
planning, in their “Outlines for the Second Five Year Plan,” stated that 
it would take no more than two or three years for China to overtake 
Britain in industry and that increases in agricultural production would be 
as high as 35 percent. Bo Yibo, another main player in central planning, 
gave a report on June 17, 1958 titled “Overtaking the UK in Two Years.”

The exaggeration of agricultural production, such as 10,000 jin (one 
jin equals 0.5 kilos) yield of rice per mu of land, so as to boost morale on 
the one hand and to show performance achievements on the other, was 
also cooked up by local authorities, encouraged not by Mao but by other 
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senior leaders. The party secretary of Guangdong Province, Tao Zhu, 
for instance, published an article in the CCP’s theoretical journal the 
Red Flag on July 15, 1958 titled “Refuting the Theory that There Was 
a Limit to the Increase of Grain Production.” The then Vice Premier 
and Foreign Minster Marshal Chen Yi declared that he had seen with 
his own eyes that in Panyu County of Guangdong Province the yield of 
one million jin of sweet potatoes, 60,000 jin of sugar cane and 50,000 
jin of rice per mu (Chen Yi 1958). Tan Zhenglin, the man placed in 
charge of agriculture, was reported to have said that the amount of grain 
production that could be produced was only limited to one’s imagination 
(Dong Cunbao 1992: 160). 

During the 1962 Seven Thousand People Conference reflecting 
the failure of the GLF, Tan admitted that he should be held mainly 
responsible for the “Communist wind”. Deng Xiaoping, one of the 
main leaders responsible for implementing CCP policies, went as far 
as to stand happily on the top of rice crops to indicate an extraordinary 
harvest, which in fact was the rice crops assembled from other fields and 
replanted on the one spot (Rittenberg and Bennet 2001). 

In one of his random talks, Mao actually demolished Liu and Deng for 
going too fast and for being too rash (Lao Tian 2016). The talk, which 
took place on November 21, 1958 in Wuhan, has not been included 
in the officially sanctioned selected works of Mao, but can be seen in 
Mao (1968). To Liu Shaoqi and Peng Zhen, Mao warned sternly that 
if industrial targets were set too high there might be problems in agri-
culture to the point of many millions of people dying of hunger. When 
instructing Deng Xiaoping to replace Wu Zhipu, one of the most radical 
leaders at that time, to coordinate the draft outline for socialist con-
struction, Mao told Deng that the length of time to complete planned 
projects should be 15 years instead of ten. The document was later issued 
as “The Forty Articles Outline on the Construction of Socialism in 15 
Years” (Lao Tian 2016).

In 1961, Peng Zhen set up a confidential investigative team to examine 
CCP Central Committee documents and media reports to find out what 
was said or reported that led the GLF astray, to be presented at the 
1962 conferences attended by 7,000 CCP leaders. During the CR what 
was called the Changguan Lou Black Meeting (after the Changguan 
Building where the investigative meetings were held) was presented as 
evidence of anti-Mao activities by Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping and Peng 
Zhen (Song Rufen 2012). Qi Benyu (2016) holds the view that the aim 



170  .  constructing china

of that investigation was indeed to find faults with Mao, but they failed 
to find anything.

Driven by a frenzied passion to transform a poor country into a rich 
socialist China, with a blind arrogance based on the unprecedented good 
harvests in 1957, the Chinese leadership from the top to the bottom 
carried out all kinds of experiments, the results of which were disastrous. 
Whether or not the theoretical direction of socialism in China was too 
hasty may be debatable, but the policy failure as a result of the policy 
implementation process released by the dramatic decentralization design 
meant that the GLF disaster was as logical as it was inevitable. 

the controversy on the famine death toll

As pointed out by Yang Songlin (2013), it is not true that the Chinese 
wanted to keep the GLF famine a secret. In fact a figure in one of the 
official publications regarding China’s premature deaths in 1959–60 in 
the “Report of the Damage Caused by Disaster in China 1949–1995” 
was published by the State Statistics Bureau Publishing House, compiled 
by the Ministry of Civil Affairs, which is responsible for disaster relief. 
The report provides the statistics shown in Table 1.

Table 1  The famine situation in 1959–63

Year	 No. suffering	 No. of 	 No. of
	 from malnutrition	 children sold	 premature deaths

1959	 3,020,000	 518	 17,853
1960	 4,740,000	 10,688	 374,890
1961	 30,390,000	 666,000	 647,010
Total	 38,150,000	 677,200	 1,039,800

Many today would not take this number seriously. In 2011, the CCP 
Party History Press published the second volume of The History of the 
CCP in which it asserted that the national population in 1960 decreased 
by ten million from the previous year. The Seventy Years of the CCP, 
edited by Hu Sheng (2010), a veteran CCP official historian, makes the 
same assertion, and he was awarded the Wu Yuzhang Award and the 
Guo Moruo Award for Academic Achievements. 

The existing research repertoire consists of speculations of a death 
toll ranging from 10 to 45 million, and sometimes even higher. The 
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population statistics of 1958–61 were released for the first time in the 
China Statistical Yearbook in 1983, according to which the population 
at the year-end of 1960 and 1961 decreased by ten million and 3.48 
million from the previous years respectively. Based on the linear model 
of population growth in 1960 and 1961, there was −3.05 million and 
−2.5 million respectively. Following the release of the statistics, Coale 
(1984) estimates the excess deaths to be 26.8 million in 1958–63. Judith 
Bannister (1987) estimates that 29.871 million died prematurely in 
1958–61. 

Other Chinese publications (for a brief survey see Riskin 1998) 
include Peng (1987), Jin Hui (1993) who asserts that the number of 
premature deaths in rural China might have reached 40.4 million, and 
Professor Cao Shuji (2005) at the Department of History at Shanghai 
Jiaotong University, who concludes that the total number of premature 
deaths during the GLF was 32.458 million. The most influential 
Chinese publication toward the end of the last century is probably Jiang 
Zhenghua, director of the Institute of Demographic Research at Xi’an 
Jiaotong University, who in a publication concludes that there were 
about 17 million premature deaths during the period of hardships ( Jiang 
and Li 1988). Jiang was promoted to the office of vice chairman of the 
Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, most likely as a 
result of this publication. 

The latest Chinese publication known in the West on the subject 
of the GLF is Yang Jisheng’s Tomb Stone that has an abridged English 
version. Yang was a senior journalist at the official Chinese government 
Xinhua News Agency, and was for many years the deputy chief editor 
of yanhuang chunqiu, a magazine well known for its anti-Mao and anti-
Revolution stance, so much so that it was more or less disbanded after 
Xi Jinping came to power. Yang Jisheng concludes that there were 20.98 
million premature deaths and a reduction of 32.2 million births. But as 
pointed out by Yang Songlin (2013), Yang Jisheng is not consistent and 
would claim different numbers in his various speeches. 

The most celebrated author on the GLF in the West is Frank 
Dikötter. Among the six books shortlisted for the 2011 Samuel Johnson 
Prize for Non-Fiction, Dikötter’s Mao’s Great Famine was awarded the 
British title. Dikötter seems to agree with Becker, putting the the GLF 
famine death toll at around 45 million. In his Hungry Ghosts: Mao’s 
Secret Famine, Jasper Becker comes to this estimate because that was the 
number given to him by Chen Yizi, the former director of the post-Mao 
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China’s Economic System Reform Institute, who claimed that his 
institute wrote a report with a conclusion that the famine death toll was 
43 million. In a publication titled “Collectivization and China’s Agricul-
tural Crisis in 1959–1961,” Justin Yifu Lin (1990), once a vice president 
of the World Bank, an American-trained economist and a legendary 
defector from Taiwan to mainland China, states that a careful study of 
the newly released demographic data leads to the conclusion that this 
crisis resulted in about 30 million excess deaths and about 33 million lost 
or postponed births in 1958–61.

What are these estimates based on? Some are based on a “the Chinese 
themselves say so” attitude, like Becker. Commentators and specialists on 
China are immune to claims by the Chinese who say good things about 
China. The logic is that of course they would say that. But the same 
experts may be credulous in response to the Chinese who say things 
that paint China in bad light. However, the problem with this ethnicity 
or race judgment is that it fails to recognize that there is no such thing 
as “the Chinese.” Even for the political category of “Chinese” there are 
different classes and different interests, and they may take different 
political positions or simply hold different conceptual paradigms. Those 
who fail to see the Chinese as agents of different political and conceptual 
positions might be framed within the conceptual paradigm or political 
necessity that CCP-led China is a totalitarian or authoritarian state, so 
much so that any differences that can be detected in the system must be 
either because of a power struggle or dissidents. And they tend to believe 
the dissidents. 

The 1983 Chinese official publication of the population census in fact 
has a contradiction: in terms of year-end number, a population decrease 
of ten million is recorded from 1959 to 1960, and 3.48 million from 
1960 to 1961, and yet the registered mortality during the period from 
1959 to 1961 was no more than 36 million (Yang Songlin 2013). How 
do you draw a conclusion of 30 million premature deaths during the 
period if the total registered deaths is 36 million? 

Here then comes another dataset that seems to provide an explana-
tion. At the time of the third national population census in 1982, the 
Chinese State Family Planning Commission (SFPC) also organized a 
“Retrospective Survey of Women’s Marriage and Fertility” on 300,000 
women between the ages of 15 and 67 among one million people. The 
survey was conducted by door-to-door interviews, which is believed to 
be quite reliable. Each interviewed woman was asked to provide her 
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childbearing and marriage history over the past 41 years since 1940. The 
SFPC released the results, according to which the actual birth rate is 
far higher than the “registered birth rate.” This fact is confirmed by the 
1964 population census: there were 14.31 million four-year-old children 
(born in 1960) as per the 1964 census. However, there were only 13.92 
registered births in 1960. 

The fertility sample survey seems to suggest that as many as 40 
million people born between 1953 and 1981 were not registered in the 
household registration system. This means that at least an equal number 
of deaths occurred during the period. If and when the actual birth rate 
was higher than the registered birth rate then the apparent contradiction 
in the 1983 population census can be solved: a solution that potentially 
explains why there could be a famine death toll of 30 million even 
though there were only 36 million registered deaths during the period. 
So the SFPC fertility survey suggests tens of millions of unregistered 
births, and when they were found to be missing in the later census after 
the GLF they were assumed to have died during the GLF. 

But there is a problem: the fertility survey did not investigate whether 
the under-registration involved mortality. It is possible that the survey, 
in the words of Yang Songlin (2013), has “brought the deceased babies 
back to life” and then to die for the GLF famine figure. Yang Songlin 
points out that there is a possibility that at least some unregistered births 
were also unregistered deaths: there were babies who died soon after 
they were born, as the infant mortality rate was still high then in rural 
China, before the rural residents had the time or bothered to register 
their births. If this possibility can be confirmed then it can be argued 
that the famine death toll based on the SFPC fertility survey is prob-
lematic to say the least. That this could be the case is confirmed by the 
situation in Gao Village: my mother gave birth to 14 children, some of 
them during the 1950s to the 1960s, but only four survived. And yet 
none of her children who died young or at birth registered their births or 
deaths. I myself did not have a registered birth date until I had to travel 
to Xiamen University to study and a date was made up for that purpose. 

Another set of statistics presented by Sun Jingxian (2016) also 
questions the validity of the estimated famine death tolls derived from 
the SFPC fertility survey results. Fertility rates calculated on the basis 
of the SFPC’s fertility survey is higher than the census statistics in only 
two age groups and lower in the others, with a maximum deviation of 
125 percent. The credibility of any conclusions drawn from research 
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based on data with so large a deviation and dramatic fluctuation, no 
matter how scientific the calculation method may be, is questionable 
(Yang Songlin 2013). It is worth pointing out again that as the Chinese 
population base is so large, even a seemingly small error can result in a 
large absolute number.

dissenting voices and clashing views

Most dissenting voices that question the famine death toll of 30 million 
or so, do so through social media for three reasons: (1) the contesting 
issues of the GLF famine toll were not brought to the attention of most 
of the Chinese until the 1990s (Riskin 1998), (2) unlike the late 1980s 
and early 1990s the Chinese authorities have tightened their control 
on publications and (3) social media that became available only in this 
century is difficult to control. Mathematician Song Wenbin, in the name 
of “Yao Qiyuan and Song Xiaoli,” published a number of analytical 
articles on his blog. One of the deciding variables for calculating the 
number of the famine death toll is what the assumed “normal” mortality 
rate is: the lower the assumed mortality rate the higher the death toll. 
Song questions the “normal mortality rate” at eleven per thousand as a 
benchmark chosen by the mainstream scholars for the GLF period. One 
basic reason for questioning such a low normal mortality rate is that it is 
hard to believe that it took China only eight years to reduce its mortality 
rate from 20 per thousand in the early years of the People’s Republic to 
ten per thousand in 1957, a year before the GLF started, which is the 
assumed mortality rate for the GLF years from 1958 to 1960, while 
other Asian and Middle Eastern countries took 27 years to do so (Yang 
Songlin 2013, Wang Shaoguang 2014).

The tide seems to have turned a little recently. Yang Songlin was able 
to publish a book-length study of the GLF that is critical of mainstream 
scholars. In addressing the death toll numbers, Yang specifically tackles 
the Chen Yizi assertion of 43 million. Yang states that he has inter-
viewed Dr. Wang Xiaoqiang, who was the executive director of China’s 
Economic System Reform Institute when Chen Yizi was the director. 
Wang denied there was ever a project of investigation on the GLF at the 
institute (Yang Songlin 2013). Wang explained that such a project would 
require a huge amount of funding and take many scholars to work on it 
for a long time, which could not possibly be operated by the institute at 
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that time. So the “the Chinese say so” claim of 43 million death toll made 
by Becker has yet to be corroborated. 

Sun Jingxian, a professor of mathematics, was one of the first to be 
taken seriously by officials in China in questioning the mainstream 
scholarship when he managed to publish “A Study on China’s Population 
Variance in the 1960s” in the Journal of Marxism Studies of the Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences (CASS), a very official journal. In this study 
Sun argues that there had been about seven million unregistered deaths 
before 1957. These deaths were registered later in 1959–61 during the 
implementation of the Regulations on Household Registration, which 
caused a statistical inflation of seven million deaths around 1960. Sun’s 
estimate of the famine death toll is several million, not tens of millions. 
Sun argues that the ten million negative growth in 1960 and 3.48 million 
negative growth in 1961 published in the 1982 census are not proof of a 
famine death toll of more than tens of millions. 

Sun first draws the reader’s attention to the anomalies over a longer 
period, in the sense that the year-end population number or growth 
rate is either too high or too low given the assumed birth and death 
rates. The lower growth was recorded not only in the year of 1960, 1961 
and 1962, but also in the year of 1963, 1964 and even 1967 and 1981. 
According to the statistics in the published census from 1956 to 1959, 
China’s population anomalously increased by 11.92 million people, and 
from 1960 to 1964 the population anomalously decreased with a total of 
26.44 million. From 1968 to 1979 there was an anomalous increase of 
15.57 million people. Sun then points out an astonishing coincidence: 
the number of the anomalous increase of the two periods is roughly 
the same as the anomalous decrease between 1960 and 1962. Sun 
therefore argues that the 1960 to 1962 anomalous decrease is related 
to the anomalous increase of both the period before and the period 
after. For Sun, most researchers don’t see the connection but focus on 
the anomalous decrease in the GLF period in isolation, and therefore 
claim that the anomalous decrease was the result of the GLF famine. 
Nobody has noticed the roughly similar sets of statistics: 26.45 million 
of anomalous increase during the two periods, one before and one after 
the GLF, and the 26.4 million decrease during the GLF consequence 
period, as shown in Figure 1 (the vertical coordinate indicate accumu-
lated figures of anomalous population changes).

Sun suggests that the explanation for such coincidence lies in the fact 
that the registration system failed to record the population accurately 
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due to the specific domestic pattern of migration at that time. The 
population data published in 1983 by the National Bureau of Statistics is 
based on house registration data collected by the Public Security Bureau. 
Though household registration started in 1950, 87 percent of China’s 
population was not registered until 1953 as the system only started in the 
cities. Though some efforts were made, including the 1955 “Directives 
on Establishing a Permanent Household Registration System,” for many 
years during the 1950s Chinese population data were sketchy at best. In 
January 1958, the PRC Household Registration Statute was issued to 
set up a complete household registration system, but the onset of the 
GLF and emergence of the commune system postponed a systematic 
setup. 

In an ideal situation, the actual population is the same as the household 
registration collected population. But an ideal situation did not exist, 
and one reason for this is the inbound and outbound migration between 
urban and rural sectors, as seen in Table 2, that prevented accurate reg-
istration from taking place. 

Based on data in Table 2, in the four years from 1956 to 1959, China’s 
household registered urban population increased by 40.86 million. Of 
this growth, only 10.76 million was accounted for by natural population 
growth (taking into account births and deaths). This left 30.1 million 
unaccounted for, which in turn means that 30.1 million individu-
als migrated from the countryside to urban areas from 1956 to 1959. 
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Figure 1  Accumulated figures for China’s year-end anomalous population 
changes, 1954–82 (unit: 10,000)
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China’s rural population increased by 34.74 million, but the household 
registration population only increased by 16.56 million, leaving a dis-
crepancy of 18.18 million. Linking this to the historical fact of the 
large-scale rural-to-urban migration that occurred during this period, 
Sun concludes that this 18.18 million represents the net figure of 
rural-to-urban migrants that got cancelled from their rural household 
registration. 

Table 2  Urban population changes, 1956–9

Year	 Year-end	 Natural	 Natural	 Household	 Net household
	 household	 population	 population	 registration	 registration
	 registration	 growth rate	 growth	 population	 population
	 population	 (‰)		  growth	 in-migration

1955	 8,285
1956	 9,185	 30.44	 266	 900	 634
1957	 9,949	 36.01	 345	 764	 419
1958	 10,721	 24.33	 251	 772	 521
1959	 12,371	 18.51	 214	 1,650	 1,436

Note: From 1958 to 1960 more than ten million rural people moved to urban centers 
every year (unit: 10,000)

Sun further cites a 1959 rural population census in Shandong Province, 
the only province that had taken one, which discovered that 1.52 million 
household registrations should be cancelled because of double registra-
tion. According to this rate, Sun estimates that it corresponds roughly to 
the 18 million discrepancy for the whole of China (Sun Jingxian 2013, 
2016). 

China’s migration patterns underwent a major shift, changing fun-
damentally from rural-to-urban migration to urban-to-rural migration. 
The significant reduction in urban population began in the second half 
of 1960, but mainly occurred in the three years from 1961 to 1963, 
and China’s urban household registered population dropped by 14.27 
million, despite a natural population growth of 8.98 million. Taking 
into consideration natural population growth, China’s urban household 
registered population fell by 23.25 million during this period.

Yang Jisheng responds to Sun by saying that there cannot be an 
unregistered population since daily provisions and even the education 
of children or nurseries were based on household registration. But this 
response ignores two crucial facts. The first is that the household reg-
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istration system could not be effectively enforced during the GLF as 
the system was not complete. The second is that household registration 
could be effectively enforceable in the urban sector but not in the rural 
sector, as the rural sector did not have to depend on the government for 
daily necessities. Returnees mostly returned to their own villages and 
therefore were accepted without questions being asked. In fact many 
returnees not only did not reregister, but also refused to because they 
wanted to believe that their return to the villages was only temporary. 
This pattern is confirmed in my study of Gao Village. Returnee Gao 
Renchang’s family of four for a long time wanted to and fought to 
get back to the city of Jingdezhen, even though Gao Village accepted 
them without question (Gao 1999a). In fact as early as in 1995 Yang 
Zihui (1995) argues that the anomalous decrease of population during 
1959–61 is related to the issue of unregistered households. But nobody 
paid any attention to that.

Another dataset confirms the technical problems related to the 
missing population during the GLF period: the 1982 SFPC fertility 
sample survey mentioned above has the number of 14,307,196 born in 
1960. However, in the 1990 sample survey the number of people born in 
1960 is said to be 14,443,119. In the 2000 sample survey, the population 
born in 1960 increased again to 14,684,726. So after 40 years the number 
of living people born in 1960 has not decreased, as it naturally should do 
as a result of death and migration, but increased (Yang Songlin 2013). 

construction of the great leap forward

Like Becker’s Mao’s Secret Famine, Dikötter also names the GLF as Mao’s 
Great Famine. According to them, Mao owns the famine. A monster has 
to be pinned down to construct the GLF for consuming the Communist 
evil. The celebrated author Jung Chang endorses Dikötter in the latter’s 
book blurb by declaring that it was very impressive scholarship based on 
“the access to Communist Party archives that has long been denied to 
all but the most loyal historians,” “meticulously researched and brilliantly 
written” and most authoritative. 

Instead of analyzing policy and organizational failures such as overly 
large communes that led to supervision failure, information failure 
such as the difficulty of knowing what was actually happening on the 
ground in time to address the problems before it was too late, and 
mass movement actions driven by political passion for experimenta-
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tion, Dikötter focuses on isolated facts during the GLF, such as some 
houses being dismantled for the purpose of collecting fertile soil in 
some places, and violence against villagers by some local official thugs. 
Dikötter (2010: xiii–xiv) goes to great lengths to describe them so as to 
construct a sense to the reader that this was a nationwide phenomenon 
that happened everywhere: “we can infer that between 1958 and 1962 
by a rough approximation 6 to 8 percent of the victims were tortured to 
death or summarily killed—amounting to at least 2.5 million people. … 
Up to 40 percent of all housing was turned into rubble, as homes were 
pulled down to create fertiliser.” Referring to the 2.5 million proposed by 
Dikötter as simply killed, Aaron Leonard (2017), a freelance journalist, 
states: “Yet a closer read reveals it as fallacious, as artful writing full of 
extrapolation and conjecture.” 

Dikötter’s detailed description may be vivid, but his way of extending 
particular cases to generalize the whole of China in statistical terms is no 
different from the CCP itself in its method of dianxing diaocha (typical 
case study), like that of the landlord Liu Wencai (Dutton 2016), that was 
“studied” as a typical landlord class in pre-1949 China to illustrate the 
theory of class struggle. Liu Wencai did not do all the bad things that he 
was accused of having done. But to the typical case study method of the 
CCP, that was only an irrelevant detail, because for political purposes the 
point was to construct a typical landlord to prove a class struggle theory. 
For Dikötter, it does not matter whether what he describes happened in 
other places of China: what matters is the construction of a typical GLF.

Dikötter argues that there is enough archival evidence, from a suffi-
ciently large and diverse range of party units, to confirm that the figure 
of 43 to 46 million premature deaths proposed by Chen Yizi is in all 
likelihood a reliable estimate. Dikötter bases his estimate on what he 
claims to have found in the archives that only he has access to. We have 
to remember that even though a case study of one place can be insightful 
and useful, and even if it can be confirmed, to deduce a total mathe-
matical number in a country as large and diverse as China is a different 
matter. We also need to realize that not everything bad about China said 
by a Chinese must be true, especially in the case of a number announced 
by Chen Yizi who actually defected to the West. A Chinese person can 
be politically and ideologically motivated and can also follow conceptual 
paradigms, as well as being motivated by pragmatic personal reasons.

Interestingly, as reported by Snow (1971: 411), the origin of the 
commune was interpreted in the West at that time as being the result of 
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“intraparty seizure of power by the left wing in China during the months 
June to November 1957,” and Liu Shaoqi was identified as the “mentor” 
of this left group (Donald Zagoria 1973). “And yet, when I asked a Very 
High Official the direct question, who did the final ‘push’ that launched 
the communes, his answer was, ‘the peasant masses started them. The 
Party followed’” (Snow 1971: 418). Regarding weather and climate 
conditions, Zhou Enlai told Snow that there were “the worst series of 
disasters since the nineteenth century” (Snow 1971: 586). Nearly 40 
percent of China’s farmland was reported afflicted by prolonged drought, 
unprecedented floods in the northeast, hailstorms in the south and other 
natural calamities (Snow 1971: 111). 

Snow, who popularized Mao in his in his book Red Star over China 
(1937), could be said to be a biased witness and a partial reporter in 
this case. But “In general, it appears that the indications of hunger and 
hardship did not approach the kinds of qualitative evidence of mass 
famine that have accompanied other famines of comparable (if not equal) 
scale, including earlier famines in China” (Riskin 1998: 120). In its 1961 
secret report on the rural situation in China, the CIA does not seem 
to support the wildest claims either when it summarizes: “Widespread 
famine does not seem to appear at hand, but in many provinces many 
people are at a bare subsistence diet and bitterest suffering lies imme-
diately before June when the first 1961 crops will be harvested” (CIA 
1961: 3). It is also interesting to see how the CIA interpret the cause and 
course of the GLF: “As a result of two successive years of poor harvests, 
the withdrawal of the Soviet technicians, and the dislocation created by 
the ‘Leap Forward’ the country’s leaders have been forced sharply to slow 
down the pace of the country’s economic development program” (CIA 
1961: 1). 

Of course, one should not and would not take the CIA as a reliable 
witness. But if anything one would expect the CIA to say the worst about 
China since the GLF happened during the height of the Cold War, with 
which the CIA was closely engaged. The CIA summary is remarkable 
in many ways. First, it mentions the Soviet withdrawal as one of the 
reasons for the slowdown of China’s economy, as claimed by the Chinese 
government. Second, it admits to not having seen widespread famine 
when the report was written in April 1961. Finally, it points out “poor 
harvests” and “dislocation”—the latter is exactly the source of explana-
tion offered by Sun Jingxian for the population discrepancies in the 1983 
registered population report. Yet 30 million people are supposed to have 
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died of starvation “without anyone knowing at that time that a famine 
took place” (Patnaik 2002, 2011). It is worth noting that Hong Kong at 
that time was an “open” ground for the KMT authorities in Taiwan and 
Western countries to gather information about mainland China. 

One of the most astonishing and supposedly most condemning 
indictments of Mao discovered by Dikötter (2010: xiii, 33, 68, 70, 134) 
is that Mao was willing to let half of the Chinese population die for 
the sake of a utopia. Dikötter’s discovery is supposedly demonstrated by 
Mao’s remarks: “When there is not enough to eat people starve to death. 
It is better to let half of the people die so that the other half can eat 
their fill.” Dikötter then declares that Mao and other leaders knew what 
was happening in the countryside as a result of the GLF. But as Warren 
Sun—a highly respected Australian scholar of elite Chinese politics, who, 
together with another reputable Australian scholar, Frederick C. Teiwes, 
published respectable works on Chinese politics in the field—points out, 
Dikötter’s claim is either a deliberate fraud or an indication of Dikötter’s 
incompetence in reading the original text in Chinese. Mao’s remark was 
an earthly metaphor that is typical of him, made in the context of urging 
the Chinese leadership to reduce the number of planned projects so that 
resources were not so thinly spread (Sun 2013). In other words, Mao 
was trying to do exactly the opposite of what Dikötter claims Mao was 
doing: to cool down the GLF fever. As a trained historian, Dikötter 
admits that “Since the data present a whole range of problems, from lack 
of internal consistency to the under-registration of births and deaths and 
exclusion of the armed forces, different authors have tinkered with this 
or that variable either to lower or to heighten the number,” referring to 
the famine death toll, and that “this book has been written with relatively 
‘soft’ materials” (2010: 324). 

However, for the majority of the consumers of GLF knowledge, 
Dikötter can get away with what he calls “soft materials” so long as 
the story is right, though serious scholars would not let him get away 
with this so easily. An Oxford-educated scholar, Anthony Garnaut, 
condemns Dikötter for “using archival anecdotes stripped of geographic, 
temporal, and institutional context” (2013: 233), and for drawing “gen-
eralizations from fragmentary evidence”—the descriptive flourish is 
seen as the author’s poetic summary of archival reports in his personal 
collection (2013: 233). “The juxtaposition and sampling techniques 
used by Dikötter fall short of academic best practice” (2013: 234), and 
Garnaut details how Dikötter could be accused of being a plagiarist 
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(2013: 234). So why would Dikötter take such a fraudulent approach? 
Because Dikötter has to build “the moral dimension of totalitarianism 
evil” (2013: 236). 

contradictory construction  
of the glf by yang jisheng 

For his award-winning book Tombstone, published in Hong Kong in 
Chinese, the first edition of which appeared in 2008, Yang Jisheng 
is highly acclaimed in the West after an abridged English version 
appeared in 2010. Introduced by Edward Friedman, once a member of 
the Concerned Asian Scholars, and Roderick MacFarquhar, a veteran 
scholar on China, Yang was praised for his courageous work on the GLF. 
But Yang Jisheng’s work is full of contradictions, at least in the Chinese 
version, as I will point out shortly.

Dikötter was aware of Yang’s work but does not like it, for obvious 
reasons: Yang does not have a sustained story that portrays Mao as total-
itarian evil. In the Chinese version, Yang (2008: 811) admits that up to 
the 1959 Lushan Conference it was Mao who made all the remarks that 
were realistic given the situation at that time, and that it was in 1961 that 
Mao felt that he was cheated by the local government officials when he 
realized there was a high famine death toll. Mao then sent Tian Jiaying, 
Hu Qiaomu and Chen Boda (three of his closest secretaries) separately 
to Zhejiang, Hunan and Sichuan to investigate and assess the situation. 
Liu Shaoqi, Zhou Enlai, Zhu De and Deng Xiaoping also separately 
went to Hunan, Sichuan and Beijing to investigate. In the English 
version, Yang only admits indirectly that Beijing did not realize the seri-
ousness of the situation until the end of 1960, when Yang describes the 
reaction of Premier Zhou Enlai to the Xinyang incident (the worst-hit 
area with the highest famine death toll): “I am responsible for such an 
incident in Xinyang, not a single person reported it to us, and the central 
government knew nothing about it” (Yang Jisheng 2010: 60).

Radical GLF policies did not last long. As Yang admits, as early 
as May to July 1959, various kinds of contracting-out practices (the 
so-called responsibility reform that was supposed to be the main content 
of post-Mao reform) were already being carried out (Yang Jisheng 2008: 
823). In many places county and provincial leaders turned a blind eye to 
these practices even though these measures were still considered politi-
cally incorrect. What also merits observation is that Zeng Xisheng, the 
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provincial head of Anhui—another one of the worst-hit provinces—
who was the most radical in carrying out rash GLF policies, was also 
the one who explicitly supported the contracting-out system (2008: 
824). After the Lushan Conference the central government and various 
provincial governments were still very critical of the contracting-out or 
responsibility measures, and other CCP leaders were more harsh in their 
criticism of the practice than Mao himself (2008: 825). Only toward 
the end of 1960 when Mao and other leaders realized the seriousness of 
the situation did Beijing allow the contracting-out measures officially to 
go ahead (2008: 825). Yang’s presentation here, unlike that of Dikötter, 
confirms the argument that the GLF was a policy failure, and some of 
those who were mostly responsible for the failure tried to make a 180 
degree change after it was already too late. 

Yang Jisheng was a devoted Communist or else he would not have 
become a senior CCP journalist. What has made him a fierce fighter for 
“journalist integrity,” as he claims to be in his late life, in writing about 
the “truth” of the GLF? Yang says that he became critical of the CCP 
regime during the CR when big posters exposed the official privilege 
of party officials (Yang 2008: 11). He then began to examine the GLF 
critically—linked to the fact that his father was starved to death—
whereas before he had defended GLF policies. 

Let us step back a little. Let us say that it is true that Yang’s father 
died of starvation. But did Yang know of any people other than his father 
in his hometown village who died of starvation at that time? Did he 
witness other deaths or mass graves? In my village study I describe how 
hungry my family and I were, but there was no death from starvation. If 
the figure of 30 million famine deaths were true, one in every 20 Chinese 
at that time was starved to death; famine of this scale must have left 
physical evidence. Yang Jisheng (2008: 15) mentions that Felix Greene, 
in his Curtain of Ignorance (1964), and Edgar Snow did not record seeing 
any sign of mass starvation because they were deceived by the Chinese. 
But what was he doing when he was a journalist who had access to 
top-level information and who also still had relatives in rural China at 
that time?

Like Dikötter, Yang Jisheng makes the general claim that “The basic 
reason why tens of millions of people in China starved to death was 
totalitarianism” (2008: 17). If that was the case one has to explain what 
caused famines in China before 1949, like the ones in 1946, 1942, etc., to 
explain the famine in British-ruled India and to explain the fact that the 
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GLF famine was the first and the last large-scale famine in the whole 
history of the PRC. 

Yang’s own evidence, like that presented above, that the leaderships 
debated and experimented with the responsibility system even as early 
as 1959, in fact repudiates his own conceptual framework of totalitar-
ianism. Here is another piece of evidence presented by Yang himself: 
Yang observes that while other provinces began curbing the Exagger-
ation Wind after the second Zhengzhou Conference (February 27 to 
March 5, 1959), Li Jingquan’s (the head of Sichuan Province, the largest 
grain-producing province and another of those worst hit) unyielding 
stance was exemplified in his refusal to pass the letter from Mao to 
production team cadres. On April 29, 1959, Mao wrote an “internal party 
communique” on agricultural production that was “practical and realistic” 
(2008: 205). Is it not extraordinary that a provincial leader could refuse 
to deliver a letter as he was instructed to from the very top, from Mao? 

There are several points that need to be made here. First, it is clear 
that Mao already wanted to reduce the collective organization structure 
to the smallest possible for management and accountability. The second 
point is that Mao did not trust that middle-level government officials 
would carry out the spirit of his instruction and therefore addressed 
his letter directly to the grassroots production team cadres. The third 
point is that exactly as Mao had anticipated, local leaders like Li did 
not want to carry out Mao’s instruction, and “on May 7, 1959, the 
Central Committee repeated the order to transmit Mao’s memo to the 
Production team immediately. Li ignored it” (Yang Jisheng 2008: 206). 
When it did reach some local leaders, Li even “ordered the internal 
memo recalled” (2008: 206). 

Zeng Xisheng, the party secretary of another badly hit province, 
Anhui, acted more or less the same way. During what is known as the 
Seven Thousand Participants Conference in 1962, Zeng confessed that 
he was resisting Mao’s instruction by having Mao’s letter quickly recalled 
within a month of it being sent (Li Jianshu 2016). 

Mao’s non-totalitarian decentralization model, which proved to be 
vital for the success of the post-Mao reforms, was also demonstrated by 
the Seven Thousand Participants Conference in 1962. The conference 
was originally intended to get the party secretaries of the six Central 
Bureaus* and provincial leaders to work out policies to deal with the 

*  Beijing divided China into six large districts and each district is a bureau that 
administrates several provinces. 
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aftermath of the GLF. Given that those top leaders found it hard to 
come up with something good enough, one of the bureau heads, Tao 
Zhu, suggested enlarging the meeting to include every prefectural leader 
(diwei), upon which Mao decided to make the conference even larger to 
include all the county party secretaries. Hence a conference on January 
11, 1962 with 7,000 delegates. According to Li Jianshu (2016), there 
were no opening ceremonies and all the reports and speeches were dis-
tributed to the delegates before they were delivered. But there was an 
unspoken tension among the top leaders at the conference: the central 
leaders like Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, Zhou Enlai, Chen Yun and 
Li Xianian wanted the conference to be focused on containing decen-
tralization (fandui fensan zhuyi), but local leaders like Ke Qingshi, Tao 
Zhu, Wang Renzhong and Peng Zhen would not agree. Everyone was 
unhappy but nobody knew what to do. Prompted by a letter sent by 
Ma Sai, the deputy party secretary of Bangbu city, Mao decided to 
prolong the meeting for the delegates so they could vent their anger and 
grievance (chuqi). 

Clearly, the consensus on the GLF was broken by mid-1959 and Mao 
wanted more feedback from the bottom. Therefore, Yang’s totalitarian-
ism explanation is not sustainable. A more sophisticated and convincing 
thesis is to return to the Foucauldian conceptualization of discourse 
and governmentality. The Chinese—including Deng Xiaoping, Zeng 
Xisheng, Li Jingquan and Yang Jisheng himself—in the Mao era had a 
certain set of values and beliefs, and they carried out their work under 
the circumstances in accordance with their values and beliefs they held 
at that time.

Though Yang has put together some interesting information on the 
background of the GLF, his conclusions and assumptions are being 
widely challenged inside China, both on social media and increasingly in 
formal publications. When the news appeared that Yang won the 2016 
Louis M. Lyons Award for Conscience and Integrity in Journalism, a 
group of professors in Shandong University presented a protest. Many 
flaws have been pointed out by dissenting voices, and we will now turn 
to one example.

A claim made by Yang Jisheng is that the famine death toll in Sichuan 
Province alone was ten million. Yang adopts this claim from Liao 
Bokang, former chairman of the Chinese People’s Political Consulta-
tive Conference Sichuan Provincial Committee, then secretary of the 
Youth League Chongqing Committee during the GLF. The basis on 
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which Liao made the claim was that a footnote in a document issued 
by the party’s Sichuan Committee shows that Sichuan’s population at 
the end of 1960 was 62.36 million while the State Statistics Bureau’s 
population yearbook shows that the number in 1957 was 72.157 million, 
and therefore there must be at least ten million deaths. The trouble with 
this assertion is that even if there was indeed a footnote to that effect 
in a document in existence, it does not fit in with the PRC’s Population 
Statistical Data, which shows that Sichuan’s population in 1960 was 
68.54 million, or according to the figure from another publication, 
China’s Population, which Yang Jisheng quoted in his Tombstone, of 68.97 
million. Both figures are bigger than Liao Bokang’s number by more 
than six million (Yang Songlin 2015).

china as an epistemological method:  
debates on the great leap forward inside china

In the name of “the first international conference on the evolution 
of China’s land system” a public debate took place in July 2014 at the 
Central University of Science and Technology in Wuhan, where an 
important rural studies center is headed by Professor He Xuefeng. Some 
major participants involved in the GLF debates participated, including 
Sun Jingxian, Yang Songlin and Yang Jisheng. It was called international 
because some Western scholars were invited and several of the invitees 
attended. According to one participant of the conference, Yang Jisheng 
took the floor first and told the audience of his indignation because, 
according to him, Sun Jingxian was allowed to publish his attack on him 
while he was not allowed a response. When Sun Jingxian took the floor 
he reported his research and conclusions on the GLF and declared that 
Yang Jisheng, Cao Shuji, Jin Hui and others all commit errors in their 
estimates when they conclude there was a GLF famine death toll of 30 
million (Xuan Wen 2017). Sun also addressed a major criticism of his 
own research based on the claim of under-registration or double regis-
tration, which says that Sun cannot be correct since China imposed very 
strict hukou (household) registration, without which children could not 
even be enrolled into schools. Sun’s explanation, as mentioned earlier in 
this chapter, is that missing registration or double registration happened 
at a time when the hukou system regulations could not be fully enforced 
and when there was huge migration during the GLF. Sun also pointed 
out the fact that the rural sector did not rely on government ration 
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tickets for food and welfare provisions, and therefore hukou registration 
only restricted their movement to the urban sector but did not impact 
their livelihood when they returned to the country, facts of which can be 
confirmed in Luo Pinghan (2003).

Sun then proceeded to point out specific cases of how Yang Jisheng 
misleadingly presents numbers and information in Tombstone, examples 
of which include the famine death toll in specific areas such as Fuling, 
Tongwei, Huining, Dingxi, Jingning, Xihaigu, Nanyang, Xuchang and 
Fengyang, presented by Yang as recorded in local annals or gazetteers. 
When he checked the references, Sun states, the numbers presented by 
Yang in places like Changshou, Lishui and Gaoyou could not be found. 
When there are numbers recorded in other places the numbers are the 
actual total deaths but are presented by Yang Jisheng as the famine death 
toll. Sun also addressed Yang’s accusation of Zhou Enlai, who according 
to the account in the Tombstone had organized an investigation into the 
GLF famine death toll in 1961, and who, when he realized the death toll 
was as high as tens of millions, ordered the destruction of the report. Sun 
states, however, when he checked a publication by Zhou Boping, one of 
the three people listed by Yang to have participated in the investigation, 
and the official Biography of Zhou Enlai and Zhou Enlai Chronicle there 
was no evidence of such an event. Finally, Sun addressed Yang’s indig-
nation of not being allowed to respond. Sun claimed this was not the 
case because in his email to Sun, the editor of the Journal of the Chinese 
Social Sciences explained that he had suggested to Yang that they would 
publish a response, but that the length of the article should be limited 
to 3,000 words, a suggestion to which Yang did not respond. It would 
be inconceivable that Sun would make such a claim in public in front of 
Yang if it were not true. According to Sun, Yang declined to respond to 
Sun even though the conference had been arranged in order for this to 
take place (Sun 2016).

However, in the journal yanhuang chunqiu Yang’s colleague Hong 
Zhenkuai ran an article in support of Yang Jisheng and criticized Sun 
for his work. In his response Sun Jingxian (2014) published a piece, with 
two relevant datasets on Sichuan Province, as shown in Table 3.

Hong Zhenkuai argues that the second dataset (which shows a death 
rate of 46.97 percent, 53.97 percent and 29.42 percent in 1959, 1960 
and 1961 respectively) is reliable evidence of the GLF famine death toll 
in Sichuan, whereas Sun believes the first dataset (which shows 19.22 
percent, 47.78 percent and 28.01 percent in 1959, 1960 and 1961 respec-
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tively) is closer to reality. The second dataset is from the Sichuan Volume 
of Chinese Population, in which it is stated clearly that between 1950 and 
1956 there was no comprehensive and therefore accurate registration 
system. Sun agrees with the stated rationale and points out a crucial 
factor that Hong does not take into account: the number of deaths 
counted in 1959 and 1960 include the number of people who actually 
died before 1958 but were not registered as such. They were then counted 
as deaths during the 1958–60 period. Taking this crucial factor into con-
sideration, the China Statistics Bureau and the Chinese Public Security 
made adjustments for the population statistics for Sichuan, hence the 
first dataset. On the other hand, Sun points out, when local authorities 
write up their annals and gazetteers they do not made the same adjust-
ments, hence the second dataset.

Sun then takes up Hong’s example of Daxian District in Sichuan 
Province, which according to Hong was one of the 18 districts most 
seriously affected by the famine. From what Sun can find, there was a 
phenomenon of edema or hydropsy disease during the second half of 
1959. They recorded the consequences of starvation resulting in illness 
and set up clinics in 61 of the total 218 production brigades, with 220 
medical teams involving 1,337 personnel, and treated 52,451 people. 

In Table 4, which shows data from the Dazhu County Gazetteer, the 
second column shows the numbers of people who were said to have 
edema or hydropsy, column three shows the numbers of those who were 
recorded as cured and the last column contains the number of deaths in 
each year from these two conditions. 

According to this, the number of people who died in this area of 
Sichuan—the province worst hit by edema or hydropsy—was 3,130, one 

Table 3  Two sets of mortality data of Sichuan Province from 1958–62

Year	 First dataset		  Second dataset		  Discrepancy
	 Death	 Number	 Death	 Number	 in number
	 rate	 of deaths	 rate	 of deaths	 of deaths

1958	 17.37	 126.0	 25.17	 178.2	 52.2
1959	 19.22	 140.9	 46.97	 328.2	 187.3
1960	 47.78	 339.8	 53.97	 364.7	 24.9
1961	 28.01	 186.0	 29.42	 192.4	 6.4
1962	 14.61	 94.6	 14.62	 94.6	 0 

Note: Death rate = ‰, unit = 10,000 persons
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in 207 people in four years. But if the famine death toll were assumed to 
be more 30 million nationally, that would be one in 20 people who died. 
If the famine death rate in the worst-hit area in one of the worst-hit 
provinces (for this very reason rescue measures were organized and 
therefore there is a record) was one in every 207 people, how is it possible 
to have a national famine death rate of one in every 20 people?

Table 4  Edema in Dazhu County, 1959–62 

Year	 Number of patients	 Number of healed patients 	 Death toll

1959	 10,400	 9,708	 692
1960	 22,040	 20,981	 1,066
1961	 17,000	 15,814	 1,186
1962	 6,233	 5,948	 186
Total	 55,673	 52,451	 3,130

In 1983, when the Chinese population census was published—the 
publication of which led to the studies of demographic change by 
Banister and Coale, as discussed above—Li Chengrui was the director 
of the State Statistics Bureau. It is not surprising that many would 
accuse Li of being responsible for the accepted wisdom that the GLF 
cost at least 30 million lives. But Li himself rejected that accusation. In 
his preface to Sun Jingxian’s planned book Restore the Truth to History, 
Li (2015) declares that Sun made three important contributions on 
the issue of the GLF: (1) an exposure of a monstrous lie of 30 million 
famine death toll, (2) an in-depth study of whether there was a reduction 
of ten million from 1959 to the year-end of 1960 and (3) important 
ideas about population movements during the GLF period. Li thinks 
that Sun’s demographic movement does explain the so-called millions 
of missing people. Those movements are: from 1956 to 1960, about 
30,100,000 rural residents moved to the urban sector, some of whom 
did not cancel their rural registration, and as a result of which by the end 
of 1959 there were 11,620,000 who were cancelled from the population 
statistics during 1960–1 when household registration was reinforced. 
From the second half of 1960, about 20 million people were repatriated 
to the rural sector. Of these people some cancelled their urban regis-
tration but did not register in the rural sector, though they worked and 
lived in their own villages, a phenomenon that led to 12,900,000 being 
unaccounted for. Sun also points out that there was the phenomenon of 
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unregistered deaths from 1953 to 1959, to which the household regis-
tration reinforcement period added 6,750,000 deaths during 1960–1. Li 
then summarizes Sun’s calculation as this: the 1960 year-end population 
did not reduce by ten million as compared with 1959, but increased by 
3,700,000. But compared with the growth rate from 1955 to 1957, with 
an annual growth of 11,510,000, there was a reduction of 7,800,000 
people, according to a linear model of population growth. 

Li then addresses the issue of his role in the population census and 
his own assessment of not only the death toll but also other scholars. Li 
points out that during the Florence 12th Conference by the International 
Demography Sciences there were scholars who were critical of Coale’s 
linear model estimation of death toll. After the Florence conference 
Li called more Chinese scholars to get into the study of the subject, 
but hardly anyone responded. Jiang Zhenghua was eventually asked to 
carry out the project, after which he concluded that the famine death 
toll was within in the range of 17 million. Jiang’s project was evaluated 
when experts and scholars from the Population Census Office of the 
State Council, China Population Association, Xi’an Jiaotong University, 
the State Statistics Bureau, the Ministry of Public Security, the SFPC, 
the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, the People’s University and 
the Chinese Institute of Applied Mathematical Science had a joint 
workshop on Jiang’s research. The experts basically affirmed Jiang’s 
research and made comments for revision, the final version of which was 
first published in the journal of Xi’an Jiaotong University. However, the 
State Bureau of Statistics took the attitude that research on the topic is 
too large and too complicated and that Jiang’s research was not endorsed 
as official but as a personal academic pursuit. Li then asserts that in his 
own publication in 1996 that he intended to point out that the linear 
model account of population loss by Coale has a technical error and 
the assumed population loss should be 22 million, not 27 million as 
calculated by Coale. But Li declared that his 22 million number was 
aimed to correct Coale’s technical error, and was not his own estimate of 
the actual famine death toll. 

conclusion

The estimation that the number of premature deaths exceeded 30 
million in 1959–61 was not totally groundless because there is a big dent 
in the registered population at year-end, but despite the fact that the dis-
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crepancies between the pre-1982 figures of registered population growth 
and of normal population growth are obvious, neither the minister for 
Public Security nor the State Statistics Bureau under the leadership of 
Li Chengrui provided, or has ever been able to provide, an explana-
tion for the dent. Hence the famine death toll was given as the obvious 
explanation. But Professor Sun now provides an alternative account: the 
increase in the registered population before 1960 was by far in excess 
of actual population growth, while the registered population growth in 
1960–4 was excessively lower than the actual growth. Such contradic-
tions were gradually eradicated, as it took 15–16 years for the lost hukou 
to be restored after 1965.

The discussion in this chapter shows that the estimation of the GLF 
famine death toll ranges from several million to 50 million. It is inter-
esting to note that most Chinese writers tend to increase the numbers 
of their estimates as the years go by. It is also interesting that many 
Chinese writers tend to dismiss or discount weather and climate factors 
in contributing to the decline of crop production, even though it was one 
of the official Chinese explanations, and even though there is documen-
tary evidence of the effects, as seen in for instance Liu Yingqiu (2005), 
National Prevention of Flood and Drought and Nanjing Hydrological 
Institute (1997), and Feng Peizhi et al. (1985).

It is often cited as evidence to condemn Mao that Liu Shaoqi said the 
GLF disaster was 30 percent natural disaster and 70 percent man-made. 
In spite of the fact that Liu’s remark is taken out of context, in that he 
was talking about the specific area he investigated around his hometown, 
even 30 percent natural disaster is a huge factor that needs to be taken 
into consideration. Yang Shangkun, in his January 1, 1961 diary entry 
states that the food crisis was mainly caused by especially severe weather 
conditions (teda zaihai) and only 20 percent of the country was affected 
by work mistakes (Yang Shangkun 2001: 630).

The crux of the matter lies in the politics of the production and con-
sumption of knowledge. When the Chinese began to be more and more 
involved in global capitalism, an increasingly critical construction of 
Mao, the Mao era and of Chinese socialism was made by the Chinese 
intellectual elite. It is therefore not a coincidence that people like Sun 
Jingxian (2011) were able to publish dissenting scholarship in official 
outlets, even though these dissenting voices have been going on for a long 
time in social media such as Wuyouzhixiang, a pro-Mao website that has 
been shut down. Since Xi Jinping came into power, the pendulum has 
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swung from the extreme right toward the left. Xi’s well-known remark 
that one should not use the second 30 years of the history of the PRC 
to denigrate its first 30 years, though itself an attempt at depoliticizing 
the debates on socialism versus capitalism, may actually herald emerging 
debates on the GLF inside China.



9
National Interest and Transnational 

Interest: The Political and Intellectual 
Elite in the West 

introduction

On his personal blog, Emeritus Professor Stein Ringen of the University 
of Oxford, put forward three rules in dealing with what he calls dictato-
rial China (Ringen 2016a): 

First, we should engage with China on all levels. That is in our own 
interest. … Second, we should speak out in clear language against 
China’s breach of human rights and rule of law … Third, we should 
speak out in clear language against China’s policies of aggression, in 
particular against neighbors ... If “we” follow these rules, will we be 
punished? I doubt it. Certainly not if we stand together and do not 
allow China to divide and rule. 

Quoting Ringen here is an attempt to draw our attention to two themes 
that run through this chapter: (1) that academics in the West, with 
exceptions of course, have their national interest in mind when they 
construct China, and (2) they draw a line between “us” and “them,” with 
the Western “us” clearly in contrast to the Chinese “them.” 

The Chinese government spokespersons are fond of repeating the 
cliché that the US, the most developed country, and China, the most 
populous developing country, should cooperate and complement each 
other to achieve a win-win situation. That was agreed and everyone 
was happy when the blood and sweat of the Chinese migrant workers 
churned out endless supplies of cheap goods for Western consumers. 
However, when the Chinese, having in general observed the rules of 
the WTO which had largely been drawn up by the West, seem to have 
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caught up with the competition and want to upgrade their production 
chain, the “The Chinese win twice” alarm bell starts to ring. 

This chapter presents evidence and analysis of how the Western intel-
lectual elite produces knowledge of China for the consumption of either 
their perceived national interest, or transnational interest. It needs to be 
pointed out that for the Western elite in general, national and transna-
tional interest are very often one and the same. Some in the Chinese elite 
might conceptualize that Chinese national and transnational interests 
are one and the same, but more often than not Chinese national and 
transnational interests are not one and the same because China is still a 
developing country.

China is a developing country not only because her per capita income 
is low (about 20 percent of that of the US) but also it is still making 
a living at the lower value end of the production chain. One striking 
piece of evidence is that of the 100 largest transnational companies in 
2016, there are only five from the developing countries, two from China, 
one from Malaysia, two from Mexico and one from Brazil (UNCTAD 
2016). Almost none of the world’s 500 biggest high-technology and 
global brand companies, or those of the global service industries, are from 
developing countries. Of the 2,500 largest research funding companies 
China has a share of only 5.8 percent, whereas Sweden, Switzerland 
and Holland, with a combined population of only 35 million, have a 
share of 8.3 percent, higher than China with a population of 1.3 billion 
(Nolan 2017: 20). Because of the financial, military and technological 
dominance of the West, and especially because of the West’s dominance 
on the production of knowledge, the national interest and transnational 
interest of most Western countries are often one and the same. 

The West, led by the US, has to maintain an assertive posture, partic-
ularly on political issues around the world. Americans’ widespread belief 
that theirs is a special country, an “indispensable nation” as stated by 
former Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, is a powerful God-given 
narrative in US policy. “So how can we play that stabilizing role, deter 
conflict among these potentially competing countries and at the same 
time maintain our economic advantage in the region? I think that’s 
essentially the geopolitical problem” (Navarro 2016). The US led the 
way in crafting numerous multilateral institutions, and most of those 
served America quite well. 

To serve the geopolitical interest of the West, the Western political 
and intellectual elite tout the value of democracy to the countries they 



national interest and transnational interest  .  195

want to target while blatantly turn a blind eye to crimes committed by 
the US and its allies, as documented by Noam Chomsky whose relevant 
publications are too numerous to cite. One can think of the US alliance 
with Saudi Arabia, the various covert interventions of the 1950s and 
1960s in Guatemala, Iran, Laos, Chile; the Vietnam War; the invasion 
of Granada in 1985; Panama in 1989 that removed Manuel Noriega; the 
various arms deals that made up the Iran-Contra Affair; the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003; the “promiscuous” use of drone strikes in Yemen and 
Afghanistan during Obama’s first term (Karabell 2017). 

This chapter argues that even in a genuine pursuit of the knowledge 
of China, there is no innocent “objective” China to be discovered by the 
Western intellectual elite. As soon as one uses personal experiences and/
or conceptual frameworks, not to speak of political/geopolitical positions, 
to approach China, one is adopting a perspective. For example, even the 
seemingly innocent linguistic issue of simplifying Chinese characters 
can easily descend into mad political football: the conceptualization of 
the Cold War against communism frames the simplification of Chinese 
characters in mainland China as the purposeful destruction of Chinese 
traditional culture (Gao 2000). 

The conceptualization of China in terms of Orientalism is another 
example, as demonstrated by the supposed Deng Xiaoping saying “to get 
rich is glorious” (MacFarquhar 2016). The phrase was popularized by 
Orville Schell in his 1984 book To Get Rich is Glorious: China in the ’80s. 
But Schell never actually attributed the words to Deng, telling the LA 
Times’s Evelyn Iritani in 2004 that it merely “grew out of the zeitgeist” 
of China’s economic reforms. The zeitgeist of China’s economic reform 
is to develop market capitalism, which is no more vulgar and exotic than 
that in the West. But for many in the West, the Oriental Chinese care 
only about money and are unable to develop without the generous help 
of the West. Robert Boxwell (2016), director of the Consultancy Opera 
Advisors, tells us that, “By making too many concessions to China, 
the West has given ‘wings to a tiger’,” and that “Thanks to Western 
investment and markets, China now has the world’s second largest 
economy and largest military, yet doesn’t seem to quite like the rules 
that got it there. The West helped transform a China that is massively 
stronger than a generation ago and appears to be less interested in human 
rights than ever.” It is hard to see a more contemptuous attitude toward 
the Chinese in general and working-class Chinese in particular. 
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the western intellectual elite  
and national interest

In traditional China the scholar-gentry class was supposed to be well 
read in classics and then become government officials by succeeding in 
paper examinations. This ideal scenario was violently interrupted by the 
constant political movements of targeting intellectuals that had Mao’s 
ear. However, as I discussed in the previous chapters, the Chinese intel-
lectual and political elite have accomplished the mission of becoming 
one elite class, running China together. Similarly in the West, especially 
in the US, the development of think tanks, foundations, NGOs and 
business consultancies has led to an increasing marriage between the 
political and intellectual. 

I will point out one example to demonstrate how the Western 
intellectual elite is embedded with their national interest. Elizabeth 
Economy is the C. V. Starr senior fellow and director for Asia studies 
at the Council on Foreign Relations, and has published widely on both 
Chinese domestic and foreign policy. One of her books on China’s envi-
ronmental challenges (Economy 2004) not only has a Japanese edition 
(2005) and a Chinese edition (2011), but also won her many honors 
including being named one of the top 50 sustainability books in 2008 
by the University of Cambridge, the 2005 International Convention 
on Asia Scholars Award for the best social sciences book published 
on Asia, and being listed as one of the top ten books of 2004 by The 
Globalist as well as one of the best business books of 2010 by Booz Allen 
Hamilton’s strategy+business magazine. She has published articles in 
scholarly journals including Foreign Affairs, Harvard Business Review 
and Foreign Policy, and op-eds in the New York Times, Washington Post 
and Wall Street Journal, among others. Economy is a frequent guest 
on nationally broadcast television and radio programs, has testified 
before Congress on numerous occasions, and regularly consults for US 
government agencies and companies. She writes about topics involving 
China on the Council on Foreign Relations’ Asia Program blog, Asia 
Unbound, which is syndicated by Forbes.com, and authors a monthly 
column on China’s environment for The Diplomat. Economy serves 
on the board of managers of Swarthmore College and the board of 
trustees of the Asia Foundation. She is also on the advisory council 
of Network 20/20 and the science advisory council of the Stockholm 
Environment Forum. She is a member of the World Economic Forum’s 
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(WEF) Global Agenda Council on the US and served as a member 
and then vice chair of WEF’s Global Agenda Council on the Future 
of China from 2008 to 2014. Economy has also served on the board 
of the China-US Center for Sustainable Development. She has taught 
undergraduate and graduate-level courses at Columbia University, Johns 
Hopkins University’s Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International 
Studies and the University of Washington’s Jackson School of Interna-
tional Studies. She is an accomplished scholar by any standard, but she 
is more than that. As her testimonial at the US–China Economic and 
Security Review Commission on the economic aspects of the “rebalance” 
to Asia in March 2016 shows, she is working for the national interest of 
the US (Economy 2016).

This is not in any way to imply that Economy’s scholarship is not 
solid. On the contrary, it is her solid scholarship that serves the interest 
of the US. Solid, and even rigorous, scholarship does not mean it is 
geopolitically neutral. Economy worries that if the Chinese Dalian 
Wanda buys out AMC theaters, the movie chain will not show a film 
about Tibet. She worries that the Committee on Foreign Investment 
in the United States’s review of Chinese investment may not be tough 
enough to protect US political and security interests. There is nothing 
remarkable about an intellectual elite working for the interest of a nation 
that employs him or her. However, there are two points that need to be 
made: (1) national interests may and do clash—what does a scholar do 
when that happens? (2) because of historical developments the intellec-
tual elite serving the national interest of the US in particular and the 
West in general are at the same time largely serving the interests of the 
transnational capital.

On the other side of the Atlantic, Professor Ringen (2016a) argues 
that the two decades between Deng Xiaoping and Xi Jinping were the 
golden years for the People’s Republic, meaning in the China under the 
leadership of Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao there was a hope of liber-
alization that would bring freedom to China. Under the leadership of 
Xi Jinping, Ringen argues that China’s economic growth has slowed 
to a trickle and the country has turned to aggression in its neighbor-
hood. Ringen asserts that Xi is reverting to ideology and “ideology is 
a dangerous force” because “ideologies explain history and destiny in a 
way that seems truthful to all who are entrapped in them. They become 
belief-systems and make people, both leaders and the led, believers.” 
What is Xi’s ideology, according to Ringen? “China Dream,” which is 
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about the great nation of China but not the Chinese people. The irony is 
that Ringen seems unaware that by making these assertions he himself 
is being ideological. 

The Brookings Institute, a supposedly private, non-partisan and 
non-profit think tank, has 20 research centers, 90 professorial-level 
researchers and three overseas centers of which one is at the Beijing 
Tsinghua University. This is a superb example of how the US-led West 
dominates the agenda for international geopolitics. This is a presti-
gious institution where politicians and government officials retire to 
be research fellows, and where the US government recruits its officials, 
for example, former Assistant Secretary of State Susan Rice and Ben 
Bernanke, former chair of the US Reserve Bank. The fact that it gets 
funding from governments with mixed human rights records, such as the 
United Arab Emirates, as well as from Norway and Denmark is evidence 
of its geopolitical position. By the same token one should not be surprised 
at how Western scholarship allocates little effort to exposing the 1965 
Indonesian Massacre. In contrast to what they say about the black book 
of communism, the mainstream “international community” says as little 
as possible about the massacre in Indonesia. Professor Wieringa points 
out that the massacre remains of little interest in Australia. This looks 
strange since Australia is not only the closest neighbor but also very 
much involved. In despair, Wieringa (2016) pleads that “Archives from 
the CIA and all countries that supported the Suharto regime must be 
opened. Universities all over the country must be encouraged to teach 
and research the history of the post-October 1 massacres and/or set up 
departments of genocide studies.” 

despot, dictator and authoritarianism

In Western scholarship, as well as in the eyes of Chinese neoliberals, 
China can never be a normal country without Western-style democracy. 
Emperors in traditional China were despots and Mao was a dictator. 
The two decades under the collective leadership of Jiang Zemin and 
Hu Jingtao were authoritarian, but now Xi Jinping is back to being a 
dictator again (so asserts Ringen). “The authoritarian rules of the game 
that have held sway since the beginning of the modern reform era” are 
“representing a break with post-1978 practices” (Minzner 2016). Veteran 
China-watcher Willy Lam (2016) noted in a recent column that the 
ascendance of Xi Jinping constitutes a body blow to the institutional 
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reforms that Deng introduced in order to prevent the return of Maoist 
norms. 

Nathan Attrill (2016) at the prestigious Australian National University 
announces that “The nation that had stood up in 1949 was, at the time 
of Mao’s death, a much poorer and weaker society following decades 
of failed economic policies and constant social mobilisation.” This is 
asserted in spite of the available data and information that demonstrate 
otherwise, as one of the respondents on the website says: 

Rubbish. In 1949, when Mao took power, average life expectancy was 
41 years old. Literacy was below 15 percent. Electricity availability 
zero outside a few cities. By 1979, before Deng Xiaoping’s economic 
reforms, literacy rate was in the 80s, which means 100 percent of 
young people. Electricity coverage almost everywhere, even in the 
poorest rural areas. The railways, roads, dams and electricity networks 
that would make reform and opening possible, were all Mao’s work. 
And that barely scratches the surface. Attrill (2016)

But facts should never get in the way of a conceptual framework which 
states that only the capitalist market economy is on the right side of 
history. Along similar lines of the Chinese leadership turning into a dic-
tatorship, the veteran China-watcher Andrew Nathan (2016) asserts that 
Xi “wants to reform the universities, not in order to create Western-style 
academic freedom [what a surprise] but to bring academics and students 
to heel (including those studying abroad).” 

Recent developments in China do present evidence that the Chinese 
state is tightening its grip on how the Chinese should conceptualize 
the CCP, China and the world, because as China faces a new interna-
tional climate of economic recession, the current model of development 
is being questioned. The credibility of the CCP is at risk as corruption 
rots its core. The issue of whether state-owned enterprises and collective 
rural land should be privatized all need to be addressed urgently. Under 
these circumstances, facing demands from different vested interest 
groups from all directions, the Chinese leadership feels that it is losing 
control if something is not done. All evidence on the ground is that there 
is some tightening of control here, for example on the education front 
and with anti-corruption, but some loosening of control elsewhere, like 
in the fields of finance and trade. There is no evidence that Xi wants to 
be a dictator or to develop a personality cult. 
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For instance, at tertiary education institutions, contrary to what 
Nathan says, there is much reform in Chinese universities that cannot 
neatly be described as either the pursuit of academic freedom or bringing 
academics and students to heel, as observed by Professor Daniel Bell, a 
liberal academic who has been working in China for many years, first 
in Beijing Tsinghua and now on the Qingdao Campus of Shandong 
University. For Bell it is obvious that in Chinese academia that there are 
many efforts to promote scientific innovation and liberal arts education, 
to forge links with outside institutions and to promote the teaching 
of Chinese classics (in a critical way): all this is happening in Chinese 
universities notwithstanding increased censorship (Bell 2017, personal 
communication). 

All indications are that the current Chinese leadership is somehow 
still trying to find a way for China to move forward, which is neither 
the total left of the past Mao era, nor the total right of the West. A 
good example is shown by its ambiguity toward religion. China is widely 
condemned for its suppression of religious freedom, with recent media 
reports of Chinese authorities taking down crosses on church roofs in 
Zhejiang Province. But according to one articulate source (anonymous 
2017, personal communication) who has been working with Christians 
in China for almost 40 years, and has written and spoken widely on 
the subject, the removal of crosses in Zhejiang has stopped and many 
have gone back up. Even Party Secretary Xia Baolong (under whose 
leadership the crosses were removed) has been removed from office and 
given an unimportant position in Beijing. As confirmed by this source 
who works on the ground with religion in China, Christianity is growing 
all over the country, generally with the government’s acquiescence, if 
not approval. One notable example is that the Amity Printing Press in 
Nanjing continues to print copies of the Bible for the growing Christian 
community in China (and around the world), and is now the largest 
printer of Bibles in the world. Party members are not allowed to join a 
religion, but many do and some openly argue that they should be allowed. 

The Chinese “feeling the stone to cross the river” approach to finding 
a conceptual framework is clumsy. They attempt to rescue some values 
from both traditional Chinese tradition and the immediate revolu-
tionary past. The attempt to rescue some traditional Chinese values to 
construct a conceptualization of development is shown not only in Xi’s 
visit to Qufu, the hometown of Confucius, but also the putting up of a 
Confucius statue on the iconic Tiananmen Square, but then removing 
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it quietly without explanation a few months later (Li Yang 2011). The 
attempt to rescue some values from China’s revolutionary discourse 
is shown by Xi’s invocation of Mao’s “Talks at the Yan’an Forum on 
Literature and Art” in explaining why cultural and media workers must 
display “Party character” and serve as the Party’s “throat and tongue,” 
and has used the resolution that Mao wrote for the Party’s 1929 Gutian 
Conference to emphasize the importance of Party control of the army 
(Nathan 2016). But it is far from clear that Xi will succeed in building 
up a conceptual framework that can unite the Chinese together in spirit. 
The jury is still out, not for whether Xi is a dictator, but for what China’s 
future direction is. 

constructing china: the case of zhou youguang

When Zhou Youguang, an economist and linguist, died in 2017 it was 
global news (Associated Press 2017), and he was hailed as the father of 
the Romanization system of Mandarin Chinese. Why does the media 
want to produce a piece of knowledge framing Zhou as the father of 
Romanization when in fact he was not (Li Xuzhi 2017)? My speculation 
is that there are two reasons: one is that Zhou was Western educated, 
first at Shanghai’s St. John’s University, then in the US—he even worked 
for some time as a banker on Wall Street. The second reason is that he 
had been vocally anti-Communist and anti-Chinese government. “In his 
later years, he became a scathing critic of the ruling Communist Party 
and an advocate for political reform, making him persona non grata at 
official events” (Associated Press 2017).

It is true that the Associated Press does not make an assertion 
regarding Zhou being the father of Romanization without sources. In 
fact it is based on what the Chinese say themselves (Zhou Suzi 2012). 
It was reported as such in the Peoples’ Daily, the Central TV News and 
all the other major news outlets in China. But a simple check on the 
Chinese Language and Characters website, in the section that outlines 
the Chronicle of the Formulation of the Pinyin Proposal, makes it clear 
that in February 1952, when the Language Reform Committee was 
set up and when the Romanization, called pinyin in Chinese (literally 
meaning “spell the sound”), program was on the agenda the committee 
membership did not even include Zhou. The Committee, chaired by Wu 
Yuzhang, encouraged by Mao, called for applications of pinyin proposals, 
and by 1955 more than 650 proposals had been received. In February 
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1952, a pinyin proposal committee was set up and the membership did 
include Zhou, but as the last in the list. 

What made Zhou known was his publication “What is Nationalist 
Form?” that strongly supports the Romanization of Chinese, in which 
Zhou argues that there is no unchangeable national form, and that all 
important written languages have been formed cross-nationally and that 
written symbols can be international. In other words, Zhou strongly 
argues for the use of Latin letters to spell the sounds of Chinese, when 
there was a lot opposition. In this sense Zhou made an important con-
tribution. But Zhou, a relatively minor scholar at that time in any field, 
let alone linguistics, was not the power behind the decision to go ahead, 
nor the technical innovation for the Romanization program. 

In fact it was Mao’s speech that finally decided the outcome of the 
debate on national form. Zhou’s publication is a general exposition on 
the issue and does not include a pinyin proposal. After many meetings 
and consultations, with the involvement of Mao and Zhou Enlai on the 
decision on Latinization, and after receiving 4,300 submissions between 
1956 and 1957, two pinyin drafts emerged to be the most acceptable, 
one drafted by Wang Li, Lu Zhiwei and Li Jingxi, and one by Ding 
Xilin, Lin Handa, Wei Que and Li Jingxi. Zhou had not drafted a single 
proposal. 

In 1956 a review committee on pinyin was set up headed by Guo 
Moruo, a committee that passed the first draft of the proposal to work 
on in November 1956, which was then passed by the first plenary of 
the Chinese National People’s Congress in 1958. Zhou was arguably an 
important member of those who designed the pinyin program because 
of his one publication and his subsequent participation, but Wang Li, Lu 
Zhiwei and Li Jingxi made far greater contributions to the final product. 
Zhou Yougunag was lucky enough to live the longest, dying at the age of 
111, and as such claimed the credit. 

Mao himself played a significant role in getting the program of Lati-
nization started. As early as August 1949, Mao received a letter from 
Wu Yuzhang, who suggested the Latin spelling of the Chinese sound. 
Mao passed Wu’s letter to Guo Moruo, Mao Dun and Ma Shulun, who 
also supported the idea, and at that point the Committee of Language 
Reform was set up. Wu was then asked to chair the committee. In 
January 1956, after Wu Yuzhang’s speech on Chinese language reform, 
Mao said he agreed with Wu Yuzhang’s proposal of language reform, 
and to use Latin letters. Commenting on some professors’ complaints 
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about using foreign letters to spell Chinese, a language that according 
to their complaint was the best in the world, Mao said satirically that 
if Latin were invented by the Chinese there would not have been any 
complaint (Wang Jun 1995). 

In fact the Latinization of Chinese sounds was started by Western 
missionaries, and the earliest Chinese who worked along those lines was 
Lu Gangzhang (1854–1928). The first practical Latinization of Chinese 
sounds was initiated in the 1930s by Qu Qiubai, Wu Yuzhang, Lin Boqu 
and Xiao San, with Soviet sinologist Alexandr Dragunnov as well as 
Guo Zhisheng, and aimed at raising the literacy of the 100,000 Chinese 
workers in the Soviet Far East. The chief propagator and person in 
direct charge of the post-1949 pinyin program was Wu Yuzhang (Huang 
Zubin 1978). 

So why did a minor member of the Chinese elite become a public 
figure of interest for both the Chinese and Western media? Zhou became 
a public intellectual because of his neoliberal views and his outspoken 
criticism of not only the CCP but also Mao. In his 2012 interview with 
Kaifang, a tabloid magazine in Hong Kong, Zhou asserts that Lenin 
was a spy for Germany which provided Lenin with 50 million marks, 
that nobody in the West wants to study Marx because Marxism is of no 
value (Zhou was trained as an economist) and that Boris Yeltsin is to be 
admired because of his contribution to the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
Zhou also claims that Mao had no modern knowledge whatsoever, and 
that according to Hong Kongers, mainland China was lucky in that Mao 
died early and had no son to take over (Zhou Suzi 2012).

 western media and academics

The media not only set the agenda so as to construct news for con-
sumption (Lippmann 1922, Gans 1979, Zhang Guoliang et al. 2012), 
but also frame stories so as to promote certain conceptualizations of the 
world for consumption (Gitlin 1980, Pan and Kosicki 1993, Herman 
and Chomsky 1988). The story of Zhou Youguang is an example: the 
aim was to promote Zhou as a credible witness and commentator on the 
construction of contemporary China. Another example is the removal of 
crosses by the CCP authorities in Zhejiang mentioned earlier. When the 
forceful removal was taking place, it was headline news; but when the 
crosses were put back, the media was silent. 
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For the media it is not what happens that matters but whether what 
happens fits an agenda. By reporting the forceful removal of crosses the 
agenda and the general conceptual knowledge of the Communist sup-
pression of religion was reproduced and reconsumed, while the complex 
reality of the situation was not of any concern. As a result the dynamics 
within society cannot be part of an understanding of China, and the CCP 
is understood as a monolith of suppression. So when certain dynamics 
finally bring change to the surface, what is seen as sudden change always 
takes China experts by surprise, whereas the understanding of China by 
the general public in the West is years if not decades behind. 

Here is an example from personal experience. In 2009, I took a group 
of Australian high-school principals and academic leaders to China for 
a study tour. On the first day of the tour I took the group to the famous 
Shanghai Nanjing Road Mall for a walk. One of the group, an articulate 
teacher of slight left-wing persuasion, who even had some idea of Mao’s 
concept of “mass line,” looked around and behind. When I asked what 
he was looking for his answer took me back a little. He was trying to 
see whether the Chinese police were following him. After a couple of 
days in Shanghai, he commented that China was freer than Australia. I 
was equally taken back by his second comment, which was made after 
his observation that the supposed illegal street pedlars would run away 
when they saw the police approaching and then came back again when 
the police disappeared. This Australian friend of mine is not a “bogan” or 
“redneck,” but a very articulate and informed educator. His understand-
ing of China as a police state is as misperceived as his understanding of 
a China that is freer than Australia, even though a concession might be 
given that he was a little ironic in both remarks. 

The average person in the West gets information about China from 
the media; and the media sets the agenda and frames stories about China 
in ways that are predetermined by geopolitics or by its conceptualization 
of China. Very often, though not all the time, Western academics collab-
orate with or support the media either due to geopolitical or conceptual 
conviction. In his questioning of the legitimacy of the Australia-China 
Relations Institute at the University of Technology Sydney, Leibold 
(2017) at La Trobe University, in a piece titled “The Australia-China 
Relations Institute Doesn’t Belong at UTS” states that: 

Last month eight of Australia’s top journalists visited China for a 
week as guests of the Australia-China Relations Institute (ACRI) at 
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the University of Technology Sydney (UTS). They were greeted by 
top Communist Party officials and toured some of China’s new infra-
structure projects. Some (but not all) returned to Australia singing 
the praises of Chinese President Xi Jinping’s showcase “One Belt, 
One Road” (OBOR) initiative and the opportunities for Australian 
businesses.

The framed message is that the ACRI is pro-China and has connections 
with the Chinese authorities which brainwashed some journalists to say 
good things about China. What is left unsaid is that some of these jour-
nalists had not been to China for years and some for decades until this 
visit. Surely they would have something to say that could be different 
from what they had thought China would be after so many years of 
change. 

At exactly the same time, Nick McKenzie and Chris Ulhmann (2017) 
claim that “Chinese Donations [to Australian political parties] could 
Compromise,” and that “billionaires linked to Communist Party offered 
cash to our political parties but with strings attached.” Never mind the 
fact that “the Chinese” referred to is an Australian citizen, Leibold’s 
commentary is in coordination with an Australian media agenda that 
the Chinese CCP government ideology has infiltrated Australia, that 
Chinese suppression of dissidents reached beyond its border and that 
Chinese donations to political parties undermines Australian democracy, 
when the Australian ABC flagship program the Four Corners broadcast 
its “Power and Influence” along those lines. 

Professorial Fellow at the University of Canberra, Michelle Grattan 
(2017), in a piece titled “Chinese Influence Compromises the Integrity 
of Our Politics,” asks, “And why would former trade minister Andrew 
Robb not see a problem in walking straight from parliament into a highly 
lucrative position with a Chinese company?” Why indeed, when it is a 
“Chinese” company. Grattan further states that the Chinese company 
“Landbridge’s acquisition of the Port of Darwin was highly controver-
sial, despite being given the OK by the defence department.” Grattan 
conveniently chooses to leave out the fact the purchase was also cleared 
by the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation. Why is this legal 
and security-cleared acquisition a worry for Grattan? Well, she admits, 
“the Americans are [certainly] angry.” 

To back up its claims that Chinese activities are “damaging Australia’s 
political system,” and “harm Australia’s national security and political 
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stability,” the Four Corners broadcast on June 5, 2017 interviewed a 
CIA officer, Peter Jenkins, director of the pro-US Australian Strategic 
Institute, and Professor John Fitzgerald, a highly respected historian on 
China who, as acknowledged on the program, was the chief representa-
tive in Beijing for the Ford Foundation from 2008 to 2013, an American 
institution that is one of the most influential soft power organizations in 
the world. The Four Corner reporter, Nick McCkenzie, says “Back in his 
[referring to the businessman Chau Chak Wing who is an Australian 
citizen] homeland China, he was also a member of a communist party 
advisory group known as a people’s political consultative conference or 
CPPCC.” Professor Rory Medcalf claims that Chinese businessmen 
want “to demonstrate that they’re being good members of the party.” 

It is true that any organization in China is under the control of 
the CCP, as China in reality is a party state. However, both of these 
statements miss the subtlety and the dynamics of the system. There is a 
stipulation that 60 percent of the membership of the People’s Political 
Consultative Conference must be non-CCP members. There should not 
be any need to point out that not everyone in China is a member of the 
CCP, but there is a need to point out that the number of Christians 
in China are more than the number of the CCP members. The Four 
Corners program does not say whether these accused businessmen are 
actually members of the CCP. The irony is that while the Australian 
businessman is reported as “Chinese,” Feng Chongyi at UTS, featured 
in the program for his being detained and interrogated by the Chinese 
authorities in China, is referred to as an “Australian professor” though 
Feng is apparently a member of the CCP and holds a Chinese passport. 
Of course Feng can be called an Australian professor since he works at 
an Australian university and has Australian resident status. The point 
is that by selecting some “facts” while leaving out other “facts” a story is 
purposefully framed for a specific conceptualization. 

What matters is not what one does but who does it. Australians of 
Chinese ethnic origin are still Chinese whereas migrants from Israel, or 
of Jewish origin, or from Britain, Italy, Greece, Germany or the US, are 
not necessarily identified as such. Yes, the Chinese authorities want to 
counter what they understand as the Western dominance of what is right 
and what is wrong. But the Chinese are crude, high-handed and clumsy 
when they try to push their agenda and try to promote their “soft power.” 
But the main issue is not that the Chinese may push too blatantly or 
too covertly, but that the Chinese have no legitimacy in doing this kind 
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of thing at all, as they are on the wrong side of history. Above all, the 
conceptualization of the “Chinese” is that they are the Other no matter 
what. They were the Other racially or culturally in past centuries (Gao 
2017), and they are now the Other politically. There is no moral ground 
for the “Chinese” to say anything positive about China. 

Here lies the profound dilemma for the Chinese political and intel-
lectual elite: a conundrum caught in-between national and transnational 
interests. They are defensive of the Chinese state because only the 
Chinese state can provide them with the basis of their very existence. 
On the other hand, they want to join global capital and be part of the 
transnational system. The West will accept them if they act as dissidents 
against the Chinese state. For the Western political and intellectual elite 
the dilemma is even more unsettling, even though there is no contradic-
tion between their national and transnational interests. On the one hand, 
they would like their transnational companies to make profits out of the 
Chinese market, and even hope to incorporate the Chinese into their 
system. This is demonstrated by the fact that “More than 50 percent of 
Chinese exports are produced by foreign-funded factories. Foreign firms 
account for 70 percent of high-tech exports” (McGregor 2017). But 
on the other hand, they are afraid that the Chinese would outperform 
their transnational capitals because there is “now the real threat: Chinese 
techno-nationalism” (McGregor 2017). Their fear becomes more acute 
when they see that the Communist-run Other threatens the moral high 
ground of their conceptualization of the world because Chinese author-
itarian capitalism is incompatible with the existing system (McGregor 
2017). 

Apart from the scaremongering Cold War rhetoric, the media does 
not seem to have the vision to see that in the long run it is all for the 
interest of the capital, which has only one color: profit. The Chinese cap-
italists, Communist or not, are part of global capital. How else can you 
explain the fact that firmly avowed anti-Communist conservative politi-
cians, like those in the Australian Liberal Party, accept highly paid jobs 
in companies that have links with CCP, if it is true? The very existence of 
the Western political system is to serve the interest of capitalism, increas-
ingly of a transnational nature; hence the politician-to-private-industry 
revolving doors, cushy appointments and influential positions for 
political buddies. Is the giant mining company BHP an Australian 
company for instance? The capitalists of Chinese origin are just trying to 
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copy the practice of institutionalized and legitimized political bribery in 
the form of political donations and lobbying for their business interests. 

a critique of the left in the west

Fredric Jameson, one of the most important figures of the Left in the 
West, states that Western political philosophy since 1968 has shifted from 
the politics of power to that of identity (Balunovi 2016). This is interest-
ing because it is supposedly against identity politics, such as indigenous 
identity, minority identity, Black identity or gay/lesbian identity that 
many voters of the so-called marginalized classes revolted against the 
Western political and intellectual elite in the Brexit referendum and the 
recent US presidential election. To address the problem of working-class 
interest Jameson suggests a program for the Left in the West: full 
employment and minimum wages globally. Jameson admits that the 
greatest obstacle for such a counter-shift is that global capital is trans-
national. Therefore nationalism is not a solution because the problems 
are transnational. But at the same time Jameson thinks there is a need 
for a powerful state in time of economic crisis. This is the blind spot that 
Jameson fails to detect: national and transnational interests are very often 
one and the same for Western developed countries. How are you going 
to have full employment in the West when Western transnationals move 
their factories to countries like China where they can maximize their 
profit? Surely the very reason that Western transnationals move out of 
their own nation states is to avoid the costs derived from measures such 
as minimum wages to protect the living standards of the working class, 
which are higher than the middle class or even the elite in countries like 
China. 

Jameson blames, rightly I think, the Western Left for not thinking 
beyond national borders and for being “even more provincial than the 
right” (Balunovi 2016). Jameson wishes that there would emerge a new 
media to counter what he considers the dominance of the Right, and 
also thinks that “The slogan of democracy is not something I am very 
comfortable with, mainly due to American foreign policy and this is why 
I don’t think it is the best slogan for the left” (Balunovi 2016). Therefore 
he refers to Stuart Hall’s concept of discursive struggle for the political 
Left. Again I think Jameson is right on the money. 

But how do Western academics fight a discursive struggle when their 
very existence is in an environment in which their national interest 
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is identical with their transnational interest? Jameson is desperately 
looking for an alternative, and thinks that “The left was exhausted from 
its previous experiments—Stalinism, defeats like those of Allende, the 
disappearance of the Soviet Union itself and the defection of the various 
social democratic parties by the momentary (‘discursive’) triumph of 
free-market rhetoric … [A] few years ago I would be talking about 
Venezuela or Brazil—I guess I can’t do this anymore” (Balunovi 2016). 

Perhaps without realizing it the fundamental problem with Jameson 
is that his imagining of the future is too centered on the West. He wants 
a global movement like minimum wages for workers all over the world 
as a solution to protect the interest of the working class in the West, but 
ignores the fact that third world countries can and have been developing 
their own models. When Jameson talks about the failure of the Left and 
the failure of the socialist state he doesn’t even mention Mao or China. 
Hence the Left, like the Right in the West, continues to attack China 
for human rights abuses and for the absence of democracy, in complete 
harmony with US foreign policy. 

As for the discursive struggle, attempts have been made, though not 
necessary by the political Left, to fight what is considered to be the 
epistemological hegemony of the American-dominated Anglophone 
academia that privileges the disciplines as the sources of universal theory 
( Jackson 2003). However, deconstructionist attempts representing a 
counter-current of thought in social science—aimed at problematizing 
the production of knowledge that privileges “the West” as the dominant 
legitimate source of knowing—gained very little ground in Chinese 
studies, in spite of progress made in fields such as anthropology, post-
colonial studies and cultural studies, and in spite of “post-positivist” 
approaches such as critical theory, post-structuralism, thick description, 
the linguistic turn, the interpretive turn and the practice turn. As Dutton 
concludes, important as it is, the invocation of language is neither direct 
nor effective enough to challenge “the dominant positivist social science 
‘stories’” (Dutton, 2002: 502). In the words of Tani Barlow (1997: 1), 
“academic scholarship and popular knowledge about East Asia had 
remained almost unbearably static.” 

The main reason for this state of affairs is that unless one takes a 
class conflict stand, it is hard for a producer of knowledge to navigate 
the contradictory conceptualizations and practices that exist between 
national and transnational interests. The construction and consump-
tion of knowledge about China are highly contingent on where a person 
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is from culturally and politically. Australia, where I write from, is a 
good example. According to Garnaut (2015), former Australian Prime 
Minister Tony Abbott told the visiting German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel that Australia’s China policy was motivated by both “fear” and 
“greed.” According to a 2016 Lowy Institute Poll, 86 percent of Austra-
lians cite China’s human rights record and 73 percent cite China’s system 
of government as having a negative influence on their attitudes toward 
China (Oliver 2016: 4). But as pointed out by O’Neil, who cites William 
Blum (2006), since the end of World War II the US has attempted to 
overthrow more than 50 foreign governments, most of them democrat-
ically elected, dropped bombs on more than 30 countries, attempted to 
suppress a populist or nationalist movement in more than 20 countries 
and grossly interfered in democratic elections in more than 30 countries. 
There would be outrage in “the international community” if China did 
any one of these acts. 

conclusion

Production of knowledge of China does not tell “the truth, the whole 
truth and nothing but the truth” because that can never be the case. 
For instance, there is a myth propagated by both the Nationalists and 
the Communists in China, repeated even today (though in some cases 
because of ignorance), that Sun Yat-sen was a boshi (PhD) when actually 
he practiced as medical doctor in Hawaii. The propaganda regarding 
Sun plays on the English title “Dr.” that conventionally refers to both a 
PhD degree and a medical professional. The purpose of the propaganda 
is to uphold the “truth” that as the Father of the Republic Sun must be 
seen as very knowledgeable, not just as a medical doctor.

Likewise there are “facts” that are consistently presented in the field of 
China studies in the West. One is that Deng said “to get rich is glorious,” 
when actually it is a myth repeated many times without citation or 
reference by journalists and academics (MacFarquhar 2016, Webster 
2015) that it is accepted as fact. The purpose of upholding this myth 
is twofold: to affirm the neoliberal conceptualization that greed is the 
motivation and only reason for China’s development, and also to affirm 
the conceptualization of Orientalism in that the little man Deng was 
likable but nevertheless vulgar. 

Another “fact” is that Li Zhisui was Mao’s personal physician, whereas 
during the Mao era there was no such concept of “personal doctor,” an 
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idea that is very Western and still alien to the Chinese today. Dr. Li was 
one of the medical personnel, albeit a very qualified one, working in a 
clinic on the CCP and Chinese State leadership compound (Qi Benyu 
2016). The purpose of propping up this truth is that what Dr. Li Zhisui 
says about Mao must be true since he was an insiders’ insider whereas 
in fact the Private Life of Chairman Mao (Li Zhisui 1994) was doctored 
by his US mentors (Gao 2008). Still another “fact” is that Li Rui was 
Mao’s secretary, whereas Li was actually just a part-time correspondent 
secretary for about a year. Li had no inside knowledge of elite politics 
except what happened at Lushan in August 1959, which was related 
to himself. In fact by April 1959 Li was already out of favor with Mao 
(Yang Shangkun 2001: 375).

All these “facts” are repeated in the West to serve some particular 
conceptual knowledge framework. The “to get rich is glorious” truth 
kills two birds with one philosophical stone: one economic rationalist 
bird is that personal greed is the reason behind the economic take-off 
in the post-Mao era, and that before greed was allowed to play its role 
Mao era China was poor and backward. The second bird is the Ori-
entalist one, in that the Chinese are vulgar and all they want is money. 
The Li Zhisui and Li Rui truths both serve the conceptual framework 
that the Communist Revolution was a disaster facilitated by Mao, who 
was a vicious monster; and such conceptual knowledge is supported and 
validated by the testimonies of two trusted and articulated professionals 
who were very close to Mao, the so-called insider knowledge. 

As discussed elsewhere in this book, Li Rui is one of those who pop-
ularized the Mao persona when he wrote a biography of the young Mao. 
In fact, Li Rui was the one, according to one recently revealed version of 
events, who confessed to Mao and got his colleagues into trouble during 
the fatal Lushan Conference in 1959. If Li Zhisui were really Mao’s 
personal physician he betrayed his profession by writing a book detailing 
the private life of his patient. But once you accept the conceptualization 
that Mao was a monster and that the CCP was evil then not only there 
is no moral dilemma, but the fabrication of facts is morally justified. 

For the political and intellectual elite in the West, national and trans-
national interest can and very often are one and the same. The dilemma 
for the Left in the West is: can they work against their own national 
interest? For their Chinese counterparts, the situation is equally frus-
trating. During the Mao era they were coerced or stunned into following 
the line of discourse that advocated that their national interest was often 
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in contradiction with the dominant capitalist transnational interest. 
But the post-Mao mainstream Chinese political and intellectual elite 
has become increasingly transnational. However, because of Western 
dominance, Chinese national interest and transnational interest are not 
always one and the same either in imagination or in reality. Hence their 
split personality. 



10
Geopolitics and National Interest I: 

China’s Foreign Policy and  
Domestic Politics

introduction: conceptualization  
of international relationships

President Trump’s appointment as secretary of state, Rex Tillerson, 
paid his first visit to China only after he had consulted the US’s closest 
Asian allies, Japan and South Korea. But that was not good enough for 
Washington’s elite strategists. Denyer (2017) declares that “In China 
debut, Tillerson appears to hand Beijing a diplomatic victory.” What 
did Tillerson do wrong? He accepted the Chinese formula of “mutual 
respect.” Ely Ratner, who is the Maurice R. Greenberg senior fellow in 
China studies at the Council on Foreign Relations and used to work as 
deputy national security advisor to Vice President Joe Biden, took to 
Twitter to call it a “big mistake and missed opportunity” by Tillerson 
for parroting Chinese government “platitudes and propaganda” (Ratner 
2017). To these defenders of American interests, China’s characteriza-
tion of the US–China relationship in terms of mutual respect portends 
US decline and accommodation, and Tillerson buys into this dangerous 
narrative, which not only encourages Chinese assertiveness but also 
raises doubts in the region about the future of US leadership in Asia. In 
other words, US dominance in Asia runs counter to the conceptualiza-
tion of mutual respect in the Sino–US relationship. For Ratner, terms 
like “mutual respect” and “nonconfrontation” are code in Beijing for 
US accommodation of a Chinese sphere of influence in Asia, requiring 
that the US back off and respect China’s demands over issues including 
Taiwan and Tibet.

On the other hand, Orlins (2017), president of the National 
Committee on US–China Relations since 2005, suggests that mutual 
respect is good for peace and prosperity, as shown by the Sino–US rela-
tionship cemented by the 1972 Shanghai Communiqué in which the 
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US acknowledged that “Chinese on both sides of the Taiwan Strait 
agree there is one China, that Taiwan is a part of China, and that the 
United States does not challenge that position.” One example Orlins 
lists as a benefit is the evolution of Taiwan into a democracy, and the fact 
that investors like him have made huge amounts of money from both 
sides of the Taiwan Strait. Orlins admits that China won US respect by 
fighting the Soviet Union and fighting the US in Vietnam. Because of 
that China was already on the international stage. According to Orlins, 
China, but not other countries, was able to bargain with the US because 
it was already out of the capitalist system and the US could not control 
the Chinese elite. What Orlins fails to mention is that this was true 
only then but not now. Thanks to Deng Xiaoping China has got into 
the capitalist system again, and whether the US can control the Chinese 
elite, totally and thoroughly, today depends on the direction of the Xi 
Jinping leadership. The jury is still out. 

Clearly, whether one conceptualizes international relations as coex-
istence, mutual respect and cooperation in areas of climate change and 
peace, or as a law of the jungle overwhelmed by the dominant powers 
who dictate the so-called “rule-based international community,” pre-
determines one’s constructing of China’s foreign policies. If one’s 
conceptualization is the latter then China cannot be but assertive 
and aggressive as a later developer from a weaker position when the 
“rule-based international community” was already established; whatever 
China does is breaking the status quo. This is well understood by some 
in the American elite: 

the United States, because we’ve been the preeminent power in the 
world since World War II, basically thinks you deter by showing 
your capability and making it clear to the opponent that they cannot 
prevail and that the cost of trying is going to be so high our opponents 
are going to decide it’s not even worth going down that road. … 
dominance is a key aspect of this. Now when the Chinese look at 
deterrence, they’ve usually been the weaker party; … they think 
obscurity and non-transparency will deter us because we’re not sure 
what China can do. … the weak fear transparency, and the strong flout 
their power. (Navarro 2016)

This conceptualization of international relations is based on two major 
assumptions: (1) a nation state is like a person that acts rationally and 
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(2) there is no societal change within the nation state that may impact 
its international relations. But a nation state is not one person acting 
rationally. There are different interest groups pulling and pushing from 
all directions. Due to the internal dynamics in China the country is 
at least half in the global capitalist system, and much of its elite has a 
split personality of being Chinese and transnational at the same time. 
The Chinese political and intellectual elite is not one single person-
ality but divided by representatives of different class interests. China’s 
foreign policy is driven by the combined desire for and understanding 
of national interest and transnational interest. On the one hand, leaders 
of both the Mao era and post-Mao era wanted to preserve and defend 
what they considered to be the national interest. On the other hand, 
some of them work for but also in many ways are constrained by trans-
national interest. 

an open or closed china? constructing  
china’s domestic and foreign policies

The post-Mao era is nicknamed gaige kaifang (reform and open) by 
the Chinese political and intellectual elite. It is true that China has in 
many ways become a more open society, and many reform policies have 
been implemented. However, the term gaige kaifang is also a political 
construction. For instance, the dismantling of the collective farming 
system, a change that has resulted in household farming, is not really a 
policy of reform but of restoration (to a degree), reverting to a system 
that is 2,000 years old. While it is true that post-Mao China has been 
open to investment and business from outside the mainland and from 
transnational capitalists, China was not an entirely isolated entity in the 
Mao era. China under Mao participated in the Korean and Vietnam 
wars against the West, and supported anti-colonial and anti-imperialist 
nationalism in Africa, Asia and Latin America, in so-called Third World 
countries. By design, China did not “liberate” Hong Kong so that China 
could use it as a window on to the Western world of trade, business and 
technology. China held the annual Guangzhou Trade Fairs to do with 
business with those who could come and who were given permission 
from their own countries. And as mentioned previously, as soon as the 
US released its grip on China with Nixon’s 1972 visit, Beijing started 
importing Western industrial technology.
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The gaige kaifang construction of China usually fails to admit that 
there were restrictions on the outside world entering China. For 
instance, Beijing very much wanted the so-called overseas Chinese 
to visit China, but almost all the regimes in the East and South Asia 
regions forbade their citizens from traveling there. Even the fact that 
Zhou Enlai announced a policy of not recognizing dual citizenship so 
as to ease the anti-Communist fear did not improve the situation much. 
During the Cold War, the Western capitalism bloc placed very stringent 
financial, scientific, technological, economic and trade sanctions against 
China, like those against Cuba until recently. For the same reason, China 
was excluded from the international arena and was not even a member of 
the United Nations until 1971 when the US under Nixon and Kissinger 
decided to play the China card against the former Soviet Union. 

There are two obvious points regarding the issue of when and how 
China has been open. One point is that in order to drive the narrative 
home that Maoist China was closed and remained a pariah state, the 
facts regarding how Beijing and Mao tried to open China are omitted 
in describing China’s foreign policy. Such efforts include China’s 
connection to a vast number of countries other than the developed West, 
Beijing’s eventual success of getting into the United Nations and Mao’s 
initiatives, like ping pong diplomacy, to get the US to open up to China. 
The other point is that evidence of China’s not being open are selected 
and highlighted without the proper historical and transnational context. 
What is contained in these two points is an attempt to produce the kind 
of knowledge that narrates how wrong, how irrational or even how evil 
the Mao regime was. This line of production of knowledge is pursued for 
the purpose of anti-communism and of narrating not only how superior 
the West is but how Western superiority is the norm. 

This chapter and Chapter 11, by focusing on China’s foreign policies 
as they are manifested in China’s border disputes, will attempt at demon-
strating the two points mentioned above. This chapter will discuss 
China’s land dispute with its neighbors, and is largely a review of the 
two most authoritative studies, one by Neville Maxwell (2014) and one 
by Eric Hyer (2015),* whereas Chapter 11 will discuss the issues sur-
rounding China’s maritime dispute on the SCS. 

*  Much of the information and discussion in the rest of this chapter appears in 
Mobo Gao “The Tree May Prefer Calm But the Wind Will Not Subside” China 
Quarterly, March 2018, volume 233, pp. 230–42. 
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china’s land disputes with its neighbors:  
the burden of history 

During the August 2017 border conflict between India and China, 
Jerome Cohen and Peter Dutton observe (2017):

For the past month, there has been a tense stand-off between 
China and India in the tri-border Himalayan region that includes 
Bhutan. Troubles began when China resumed building a road on 
the Doklam Plateau [called the Donglang region by the Chinese], 
which is disputed between Bhutan and China. India, because of its 
own security interests and as Bhutan’s security guarantor, stepped in 
to defend the position of the kingdom. China now claims India has 
invaded “its” territory. Tensions are high, and more than a few com-
mentators have suggested this may be the most serious Sino-Indian 
border crisis since their 1962 war. 

An understanding of China’s historical behavior in dealing with its 
neighbors in border settlements is an important way of understand-
ing China’s foreign policies. China is one of the few countries that has 
borders with so many countries—mostly small, but including two giant 
neighbors in India and Russia. To see how China has dealt with these 
small countries, as well as its larger neighbors, is helpful in assessing its 
behavior. Another important point is that as China is still a nation state 
in the making (see Chapter 2 for discussion of this issue), its foreign 
policies and international relationships are largely consumed by border 
issues. Finally, China, being labeled as a dictatorial Communist state, 
previously and again now (Ringen 2016b), has often been perceived 
as unpredictable and lacking transparency in its behavior. A review of 
China’s approach to its land border disputes may surprise readers who 
hold such a view. 

But first we need to review China’s historical legacies, or the burden of 
history. No country’s foreign policies can be discussed without referring 
to its history. For better or worse the burden of history for China is 
especially acute, not because of the fact that China has a very long 
recorded history but because of how the last Chinese dynasty, the Qing 
Dynasty, found itself in the world. In more than 2,000 years of history, as 
dynasties emerged and then disappeared, the territories of China became 
larger or smaller from time to time. However, the history of the Qing 
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Dynasty was different in two important ways: (1) it was so strong during 
its height that it created one of the largest territorial empire in China’s 
history, and (2) when the dynasty came to its end China was carved up 
by Western imperialism and colonialism. 

When Western influence arrived in China during the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries the Chinese not only had to take up the challenge 
of different cultures and technology but also different conceptualiza-
tions of existence, such as clear delimited boundaries of nation states. 
This legacy of history had left two related and interacting issues: (1) 
efforts to build up the Chinese nation state and (2) how to deal with 
the aftermath of colonialism. The conundrum of the Chinese nation 
state is not only derived from the fact that there were so many ethnic 
groups in what is called territorial China, but also from the fact that 
the last dynasty, the Qing Dynasty run by the Manchus, left a large but 
disintegrating territory. The issue of a huge land mass inherited from 
the Manchus, who were invaders from the north, is further complicated 
by the fact that Western colonialism had encroached on bits and pieces 
that were considered part of China, like Taiwan by the Japanese, Hong 
Kong by the British, large areas ceded to expansionist Russia and so on. 
This is what Hyer calls “a dual legacy of pre-nineteen-century regional 
hegemony followed by a colonial domination by the West” (2015: 22). 

Many of China’s border areas were not geographically delimited by 
accurate surveys or treaties, and in the words of Hyer, “The boundary 
disputes between China and its neighbours are one legacy of the age of 
imperialism: imposed boundaries that may ignore ‘historical customary’ 
divisions or boundaries that were never clearly delimited and often 
never demarcated” (2015: 34–5). In the case of Sino-Indian territorial 
disputes, for instance, from the Chinese point of view there is no reason 
why China should accept the so-called “McMahon Line” drawn up by 
British colonialists on behalf of India. So when the Chinese make a 
claim based on late Qing Dynasty territories, some of which were lost 
to colonialism, China is likely to be seen to be irredentist. However, the 
Chinese may ask: where should China draw a line of concession? Surely, 
no country would agree that whatever was taken is unrecoverable and 
that no questions should be asked. Even if one would be willing to do 
that, what was taken in many cases was not clearly delimited in the first 
place. The question remains: how is it possible to reconcile the con-
sequences of the so-called “hundred years of humiliation” delivered by 
imperialism and colonialism with a geographical reality on the ground 
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that was not clearly delimited to start with? This burden of history is the 
question on the minds of all those who have run the Chinese state since 
the end of the Qing Dynasty, Communist or not.

strategically defensive but  
tactically concessional 

The PRC, irrespective of who are in power, Mao or Deng for instance, 
acts strategically when it deals with its border disputes. For instance, the 
PRC left Hong Kong alone when it could literally have taken it over 
in 1949. Strategically it was good for China to let Britain run Hong 
Kong, as by doing so the PRC could more or less hijack a major Western 
country into being less hostile to the new government. At the same time 
it could use Hong Kong as a window to deal with the West in trade, 
information, intelligence and technology. But when the Chinese realized 
that it was not easy to settle the Taiwan issue, especially during the time 
of the US Reagan administration, Beijing started to prepare for the 
settlement of Hong Kong with the formula “one country two systems” 
as a model to solve the Taiwan issue. 

In border disputes China is ready to compromise and has not been 
an aggressor, in contrast to the common perception and assumption 
that China is aggressive and a threatening Communist bully. The 
assumption, or axiom, that underlies Western political and strategic 
thinking about the problems of Asia is that the designs of Communist 
China are militant and aggressive. Sometimes this is summed up in the 
unexplained and unthinking phrase “the threat from China,” for example 
in a leading article in The Times on June 18, 1970 (Maxwell 2014). Paul 
Hasluck, as pointed out by Maxwell, then Australia’s minister for external 
affairs, said that “the fear of China is the dominant element in much that 
happens in Asia” (Maxwell 2014: 3–4). In 2015, former Australian Prime 
Minister Tony Abbott said that Australian attitudes toward China can 
be summed up in two words: fear and greed (Garnaut 2015). Nearly a 
half century after Hasluck the basic fear of China has not changed, even 
though China has never threatened Australia in any way. Why? 

After examining the settlements of border disputes that China had 
with Russia, Korea, Burma, Nepal, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Mongolia, 
Laos and Vietnam, Maxwell concludes that “the PRC’s record in dealing 
with the always delicate and potentially explosive issues of territorial 
ownership is good, and but for the blemish of its aggression against 
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Vietnam [1979] might be considered exemplary” (Maxwell 2014: 44). 
And as Maxwell points out, Deng Xiaoping’s invasion of Vietnam was 
not about territorial dispute. 

China has had territorial land disputes with 14 countries and has 
settled all of them, with the exception of India and India’s semi-satellite 
Bhutan. The reason why China could not settle disputes with Bhutan 
is most likely because of India, as observed by Hyer: “We can safely 
assume that the basic reason it took so long to even initiate negotiations 
for a Sino-Bhutanese boundary treaty is India’s domination of Bhutan’s 
foreign affairs” (2015: 104–5). Hyer’s conclusion is confirmed by what 
is unfolding in front of our eyes, as summed up by Cohen and Dutton 
in the quotation above. Maxwell goes even further by saying that the 
reason why the Sino-India border dispute remains unsettled is that the 
Indian government under Nehru was not only inflexible and rigid but 
also arrogant and deceitful, and that the 1962 war has made subsequent 
reconciliation emotionally difficult for India. For Maxwell, India simply 
refuses to negotiate with anyone. 

China’s strategy in dealing with territorial disputes has been consistent, 
a consistency even shared with the KMT government. While maintain-
ing a Qing Dynasty China as an overall framework, China is willing to 
come to a compromised agreement on the basis of existing arrangements. 
The ROC led by Chiang Kai-shek agreed to Outer Mongolian inde-
pendence, and the PRC under Mao did not try to reverse that. China 
did not try to claim back the territories ceded to Russia in the nineteenth 
century, and settled disputes not only with Russia but also with the states 
that came into existence after the collapse of the former Soviet Union. 
In fact China under Mao even agreed to negotiate with India on the 
basis of what is termed the McMahon Line. In order to maintain its 
overall security China is willing to give concessions in order to achieve 
an overall strategic goal. This is confirmed by Kissinger’s assessment of 
China being a weiqi (or go) player (Kissinger 2014). Kissinger stresses 
that China does not engage in trickery and is willing to forego pettiness: 
“trickery sacrifices structure to temporary benefit. Reality is the cement 
of international order even among opponents: pettiness is the foe for 
permanence” (Kissinger 1979: 746–7). 

The overall Chinese approach to border disputes with its neighbors is 
guided by the conceptualization of “seek what both sides have in common 
while leaving the differences aside.” This non-belligerent approach has 
a deep Chinese philosophical source according to which long-term 
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benefits should take priority over short-term gains. According to this 
historical conceptualization of human affairs, what is considered right 
and wrong, what one is passionate about and what makes one’s emotions 
boil, are always time- and space-specific. What is considered as honor 
and integrity is also historical. Putting differences aside for future gener-
ations to solve is the best way to avoid wars. 

Examples of Chinese compromise include: “The Chinese were much 
more conciliatory and flexible … China had given up its claims to larger 
areas while Burma had made only minor concessions to offset China’s 
transfer of the Namwan Assigned Tract” (Maxwell 2014: 78). In another 
case, “Nepal gained about three hundred square miles and China received 
about fifty-six square miles of the disputed territory” (Hyer 2015: 89). 
In yet other cases, “The boundary settlement generally corresponded to 
Pakistan’s initial claims” (2015: 112), and “China accepted almost all of 
the Mongolian claims,” settling the boundary dispute in a way “highly 
favourable to Mongolia” (2015: 174).

China took the approach of shelving the dispute on Diaoyu/Senkaku 
Island to establish a diplomatic relationship with Japan, although 
beginning in 2010, Tokyo has claimed that the while Beijing was willing 
to sidestep the issue, “Japan never recognized the existence of an issue to 
be solved on the territorial sovereignty over the Senkaku Islands” (Hyer 
2015: 183). Whatever might have been the case, sidestepping the issue 
made it possible to establish the normalization of diplomatic relations 
between China and Japan which has benefited not only the people of 
those two countries, but also the whole world. Equally, the normalization 
of relations between China and the US was a win-win for both countries 
and for the world, while the Taiwan issue was considered to be a small 
difference, as understood at that time before the democracy thesis was 
brought to play: it was a regional dispute and an internal Chinese one 
that could be left to the parties involved. The approach taken by Zhou 
Enlai/Mao and Kissinger/Nixon was to put their differences aside while 
seeking to reach a mutually beneficial goal. 

Hyer states that “Beijing has been much more pragmatic in 
approaching territorial and boundary disputes than many had assumed” 
(2015: 7). By quoting (Fravel 2005), Hyer states that “In fact, China 
obtained less than 30 percent of the territory it claimed in the already 
concluded settlements, and is seeking only 24 percent of the disputed 
territory in its outstanding disputes with India and Bhutan” (Hyer 2015: 
7). The Chinese agreed to the “claims and settlements [that] exclude the 
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vast territories that Chinese believe were historically part of imperial 
China before being carved off by imperial powers, and Beijing has not 
insisted on the far-reaching historical claims it initially asserted” (Hyer 
2015: 7–8). 

The Chinese 1962 war with India was not Chinese aggression “bent 
on occupying more disputed territory but rather sought a boundary 
settlement and launched the invasion in a desperate attempt to force 
India back to the negotiating table” (Hyer 2015: 56). Though the 
Chinese always claim that all the treaties and agreements signed during 
what they call “the hundred years of humiliation” were unequal and 
therefore China would not in principle accept or be bound by them, this 
rhetoric of the moral high ground does not mean the Chinese would not 
bend on historical reality. Thus the Chinese waited until 1979, when the 
lease of 99 years of the New Territory expired to recover Hong Kong. 
By the same token, despite the Chinese claim that the territory ceded to 
Russia was taken by unequal treaties, they actually negotiated disputes 
based on the existing borders. It was “the Soviets [who] changed their 
position to argue that the 1689 treaty was unequal whereas subsequent 
treaties were equal” (2015: 133), because the 1689 treaty was in China’s 
favor as the Qing Dynasty was strong then whereas subsequent treaties 
were signed when the Chinese state was weak. “Beijing insisted that it 
sought only Russian recognition of this historical fact in principle, and 
not any major readjustment of the current boundary. Moscow rejected 
this assertion and responded inflexibly” (2015: 138). 

constructing china’s foreign policy  
in the western media

How the Western media constructs PRC foreign policies is best illus-
trated by its report of the Hong Kong handover. The last governor of 
Hong Kong, Chris Patten, pushed for the last-minute change of the 
status quo before the handover of Hong Kong to the PRC in 1997, 
and “the governor won the plaudits of the Western Press. The instinc-
tive assumption, applied whenever the PRC comes into conflict with 
another government, that Beijing must be in the wrong, came into play” 
(Maxwell 2014: 272). This “two whateverism” instinct seems irresistible: 
whatever China does must be wrong and whatever the other side has 
in conflict with China must be right. In the case of Patten, as pointed 
out by Maxwell, there were influential media friends like Jonathan 
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Dimbleby to support him (Maxwell 2014: 272). The other factor that 
favored Patten is both the context of the Tiananmen event under the full 
scrutiny of the international media, which happened to be gathered in 
Beijing to cover the Gorbachev visit, and the context of the subsequent 
collapse of the former Soviet Union. Within these contexts “the inter-
national community” thought that a little push by the last governor in 
Hong Kong would lead to the death of the Communist regime in China.

how china’s domestic politics impacts  
on its foreign policies 

While the Chinese government under different leadership has some 
consistency in strategically defending the territorial legacy of the Qing 
Dynasty, but is also willing to allow tactical concessions, there are dif-
ferences in foreign policy decisions as the result of domestic politics. In 
the territorial dispute with Vietnam in the SCS, for instance, it needs to 
be pointed out that Vietnam, in its time of fighting with the US, with 
China’s support, did not raise a territorial dispute with China. Equally, 
had Mao been alive, it would have been very unlikely that China would 
have invaded Vietnam in 1979. 

China’s invasion of Vietnam in the name of “teaching a lesson” is 
one of the landmarks of post-Mao China under Deng turning toward 
capitalism. In fact Deng could be interpreted as learning a lesson, imme-
diately after his visit to the US, about catching up with US capitalism. 
When in the Mao era China’s domestic politics was guided by the 
theory of class struggle, the disputes with Vietnam could be interpreted 
as internal contractions among the people. Once the theory of class was 
thrown out of the window, these kinds of disputes became contradic-
tions between different nation states of different ethnic identities.

Regarding the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands disputes, the continuity of 
different Chinese governments is amply demonstrated by the fact that 
both the PRC and the ROC in Taiwan claim the islands, and that the 
ROC “passed legislation in 1970 allowing oil exploration in waters sur-
rounding Taiwan that include the Senkakus, and Chinese from Taiwan 
landed on the islands and planted the ROC flag” (Hyer 2015: 182). 
Since the 1990s, the rise of mainland Chinese nationalism matches 
Japan’s “more muscular foreign policy” and China has a “more rigid 
policy towards the Senkaku Islands” (2015: 192). In other words, both 
Japanese and Chinese nationalism was on the rise. But why?
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Japan’s “more intransigent policy” (Hyer 2015: 192) was due to “the 
conservative turn in Japan” and the dispute was “a symbol of Japan’s 
concern over a rising China.” But what is the explanation of China’s rise 
of popular nationalism (Gries 2004)? The standard explanation often 
offered in the media and many scholarly writings is that the Chinese 
power holders want to divert the Chinese people’s discontent from 
domestic oppression to external targets so that the CCP maintains 
legitimacy in holding on to power. There is prima facie evidence, like 
TV programs demonizing the Japanese in the genre of narrating the 
Japanese invasion and occupation of China. While this explanation 
seems plausible, it may not be the only or even the most important 
reason. To attribute the massive production of anti-Japanese invasion 
TV to state-manipulated propaganda is outdated. China is a far more 
diverse and complex society now and the media is vastly commercialized 
(Zhao Yuezhi 2008, Xie Baohui 2014). Even with the increasing political 
pressure of censorship, the capitalist logic in the Chinese media market, 
as documented by Xie Baohui and Zhao Yuezhi, still works in China. 

The bitter legacy of Japanese imperialism during World War II is still 
emotionally strong among the Chinese population in two related ways. 
One is that the Chinese don’t feel they actually defeated Japan, but that 
the Americans and Russians did. The other is that the Chinese feel that 
although they suffered most from the Japanese invasion they did not get 
to punish the Japanese: they did not get any war compensation and do 
not even get a sincere formal apology. This sense of the Japanese going 
unpunished was accelerated by the Cold War. For the convenience of 
the Cold War the US not only preserved the Japanese emperor system 
but also let many war criminals go unpunished. The current Japanese 
Prime Minister Abe’s grandfather was accused of being a war criminal. 
Eventually he was not only let off the hook but also became one of 
the post-war prime ministers. One can understand the depth of the 
emotion if one thinks of how the victims of the German Holocaust are 
being hunted down as evil doers even today, something that is supported 
without hesitation in the West. 

But there is something else that is even more profoundly complex: 
Chinese domestic politics. As already discussed, during the entire period 
of the Mao era the philosophical guidance for Chinese politics was 
dominated by the theory and practice of class struggle as understood 
and implemented largely by Mao. Within this narrative, blame for the 
brutality and horror, including the Nanjing Massacre, can be firmly 
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attributed to  the capitalist imperial system. The Chinese could have a 
good relationship with the people of Japan, who were exploited and used 
by the ruling class. Once this conceptual paradigm is abandoned, ethnic 
identity is the target. Just as with Xinjiang and Tibet, once the state 
depoliticizes society any tensions and conflicts of interest are interpreted 
through the framework of ethnicity (Wang Hui 2006, 2011, 2014). 

conclusion

One overall conclusion that can be drawn from the above discussion 
is that China has not been aggressive in its foreign policies or irreden-
tist in border disputes. In its land dispute with its neighbors China has 
exercised restraint and has been ready to make concessions so as to 
achieve strategic security. 

However, this overall conclusion does not exclude variation in foreign 
policy as the result of domestic politics—politics not necessarily in terms 
of the elite fraction but in terms of a conceptual paradigm. I have argued, 
for instance, that the relationship between Japan and China worsened 
after the class category of Japanese people was replaced with the identity 
category of ethnicity, coinciding with the fear of the rise of China. Hyer’s 
statement that “China’s policy was only marginally affected, if at all, by 
domestic politics or elite factionalism” (2015: 265) is therefore partially 
true. China’s way of dealing with its neighbors in border settlements 
may not have been affected much by elite politics, but domestic politics 
in ideological orientation does affect foreign policies and border issues. 
As another example, the issue of the border along the Amur and Ussuri 
rivers was put aside when China and the Soviet Union were ideological 
friends (Maxwell 2014), but flared up when China’s domestic politics 
was most radical in the late 1960s. 

Finally, China’s foreign policy of strategic defense and tactical conces-
sions should be understood against the background of how other powers 
treat China. Hyer would argue, for instance, that China’s approach to 
shelve the Diaoyu/Senkaku Island disputes with Japan is based on its 
strategy of obtaining a secure international environment, and to seek 
Japan’s assistance in capital and technology. This might well be the case. 
But we need to probe further: surely China would have wanted to have 
a better relationship with Japan sooner. But why 1971? If Japan was 
not willing, nothing would and could have happened, no matter how 
hard China tried. Japan was willing to come to the table because the 
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US changed its position with Kissinger’s secret visit to China and the 
announcement of the Shanghai Communiqué. 

In other words, how China acts toward the rest of the world also 
depends how the rest of the world acts toward China. According to 
the legendary documentary maker and journalist John Pilger (2016), 
“The Coming War with China” has been the design of the US for some 
years. Headlines like “It is High Time to Outmaneuver Beijing in the 
South China Sea” (Babbage 2016) and “Taiwan, Trump, and the Pacific 
Defense Grid: Towards Deterrence in Depth” (Timperlake and Laird 
2016) appear here and there from time to time. “The tree may prefer 
calm but the wind will not subside.” The US military-industrial complex 
has the ability to “summon the wind and call for rain” to change the 
course of history. As Michael McDevitt, senior fellow in strategic studies 
at the CNA Corporation, admits, the US has not only set the agenda of 
condemning China’s actions in the SCS but also was “indirectly” respon-
sible for “Manila’s decision to go to the Permanent Court of Arbitration 
over Chinese claims and actions in the SCS” (McDevitt 2017). 



11
Geopolitics and National Interest II: 

The South China Sea Disputes

introduction

The rise of China on, or the return of China to, the international stage 
is a phenomenon of unprecedented significance that induces anxiety and 
even fear globally. In the words of one seasoned China specialist, the 
reality is that China, in a different way to any other country in the world, 
is the most alien to a world largely Westernized for hundreds of years, 
and thus its “threat” is bigger than that of Russia (part of European 
history since its birth) or Islam, also part of Mediterranean history since 
its birth. China exists on another dimension that was put off for years 
and now won’t simply go away (Sisci 2016).

It is under such circumstances that a Chinese naval vessel shadowing 
the USNS Bowditch in the SCS recovered an oceanographic glider that 
had been launched by the US ship. The devices used by the US Navy 
were supposed to collect scientific data, such as salinity, temperature and 
current flow. The incident occurred about 70 nautical miles off Subic 
Bay, well within the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) of the Philippines. 
While the Chinese vessel’s recovery of the drone was supposedly unlawful 
according to Bateman (2016), the legality of the research activities by the 
USNS Bowditch are also open to question. Marine scientific research in 
an EEZ is under the jurisdiction of the coastal state and should only 
be undertaken there with approval. It’s unlikely that approval for this 
research was even sought from and given by the Philippines.

With the unexpected 2016 election victory of Donald Trump as the 
president of the US, the relationship between China and the US—
arguably the most important international relationship in today’s 
world—has been dragged into uncharted territory. With a president 
who not only has no experience in politics and diplomacy, but also seems 
extremely wayward regarding norms and precedence, 2017 onwards will 
likely be full of surprises, some of which might be nasty.
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The PRC’s rejection of the Hague Tribunal ruling in 2016 that China’s 
claim of historical ownership of SCS waters within the dash lines is not 
valid, and that all the physical features above water within the area are 
not islands but rocks that are uninhabitable, is predictable. But why did 
the issue flare up in 2016? As Hyer (2015) makes clear, PRC claims over 
the SCS is not PRC expansionism or China becoming more aggressive 
when it has already become economically and militarily powerful. The 
Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai declared the sovereignty of the PRC over 
the SCS as far back as in August 1951, inheriting previous claims by the 
ROC. In fact the acceleration of tensions that led to the Hague ruling 
had much to do with international geopolitics in general and the US’s 
“Pivot to Asia” in particular.

the south china sea

China occupied Woody Island (Yongxing Dao) in the Paracel group 
after the evacuation of Nationalist troops in 1950. In 1974 Chinese 
forces occupied the remaining islands in the Parcel group held by the 
collapsing South Vietnamese. All these claims and enforcement of 
them were in fact inherited from the ROC: in 1935 the Nationalist 
government’s China Map Verification Committee declared sovereignty 
over 132 islands, reefs and shoals in the SCS. In 1947 the committee 
published a map that included a U-shaped line (eleven dashed lines) 
encompassing the entire SCS. From the Chinese point of view, as Hyer 
quotes the Chinese position from a scholar Chen Jie: “Initially taking 
advantage of China’s turbulent domestic policies and its preoccupa-
tion with superpower threats, regional countries have occupied China’s 
islands and reefs, carved up its sea areas, and looted its marine recourses. 
Beijing does not view establishing a foothold in the South China Sea 
as constituting territorial gains but minimizing territorial losses” (Hyer 
2015: 240).

As Hyer convincingly shows, the SCS has become a hot spot for 
dispute not only because of the potentially rich energy resources, but 
because of the anxiety caused by the rise of China. From the late 1940s 
to the late 1970s when the Cold War was hot, the influence of the US 
on the one side and the Soviet Union on the other had maintained a 
sort of equilibrium in the area. However, with the end of the Vietnam 
War, the retreat of the Americans and the Russians seems to have left 
an opportunity for Chinese dominance that many fear. According to 
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Hyer, in spite of the fact that the Chinese National Peoples’ Congress 
promulgated a “Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Territorial 
Sea and Contiguous Zone” in 1992, which asserted China’s claims on 
Dongsha (the Pratas), Xisha (the Paracel), Zhongsha (the Macclesfield 
Bank) and Nansha (the Spratly) islands, “it is unlikely that Beijing will 
block a settlement if other parties are all willing to compromise or par-
ticipate in a joint development agreement while putting off settlement 
of the sovereignty question” (Hyer 2015: 246), because “China’s vigilance 
is not unlike the behavior of the other disputants, however, and does not 
necessarily foreshadow aggressive action to assert control over all of the 
South China Sea” (2015: 250). Writing before the 2016 Hague Arbitra-
tion Ruling, Hyer argues that the fact that, “Following Deng Xiaoping’s 
decision to shelve the controversy and pursue cooperative development, 
China did not unilaterally pursue oil or other resource development in 
disputed areas of the South China Sea whereas other states did, especially 
Malaysia and Vietnam” (2015: 252), is encouraging and “the voice of 
pragmatism won out. China has not elevated the SCS to a ‘core interest’” 
(2015: 255). Hyer seems in agreement with the veteran Fravel (2010) 
that as China has and will take a compromise position between history 
and reality, a middle way between “axiomatic” and “calculated” policies 
(May 1962), “if nothing occurs to threaten Beijing’s security interests in 
the South China Sea, the status quo could continue indefinitely” (Hyer 
2015: 259). But that is a big if.

what is the basis for the chinese claims?

As Figure 2 shows, there are extensive overlapping claims over the 
physical features within the dash line, and the overlapping becomes 
more intensive around Spratly Island. What is the basis for the Chinese 
claims when the chart clearly shows that Spratly Island is so far away 
from China? As Austin (2016) points out, to the Chinese both Spratly 
and Parcel islands are Chinese territory that were stolen by Japan in a 
long and brutal war just months before Japan invaded Hainan Island in 
1939. This core belief has nothing to do with the discovery of offshore 
oil, or even a conceptualization of “maritime expansion, second island 
chain, ‘one belt one road,’ or revision of world order, including law of the 
sea” (Austin 2016).

The Chinese point out that the Philippines’ claim to some of the 
Spratly Islands only arose between the mid to late 1970s when it enjoyed 
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a strong military alliance with the US and when China was busy with 
its domestic politics. The Chinese believe their recent reclamations of 
and fortifications of the reefs they have occupied since the 1980s are the 
least they can do to protect their claims without resorting to evicting 
the Philippines by military force from the islands it has occupied. From 
the Chinese perspective they are exercising restraint. It is the US and its 
allies who want to escalate tension in the area. The US-Philippines joint 
military exercise, with the participation of Australian forces, in addition 

Figure 2  Conflicting claims of the SCS
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to two Japanese warships and a submarine that happened to be visiting 
the Philippines in a goodwill tour at the time, is, to the Chinese, provoc-
ative and a push for militarization.

For other observers, “China’s claims, it seems, are as valid—if not 
more so—than many of the other claimant states” (Blaxland 2016). In 
fact the Hague 2016 ruling has put the Taiwan authorities into a very 
difficult position, especially for the political fraction that pushes for 
Taiwanese independence. Under the Treaty of Peace, signed between 
Japan and the ROC on April 28, 1952, the Spratly and Parcel islands 
have been returned to the ROC, and by extension China is the rightful 
owner, whichever China it might be, since the US, Japan, Australia and 
all ten countries in the Association of Southeast Asian Nations abide by 
the one China policy: that Taiwan is a part of China. If Taiwan cuts itself 
off from China—not just from the ROC, but from even China in the 
abstract—it weakens its claim over the sovereignty of the SCS, a position 
that is hard to see as legitimate by the citizens of a nation state. Under 
such circumstances China is still willing to negotiate with each claimant 
in a peaceful manner. Michael Pascoe (2016) rightly asks this question: 
“Which came first: (a) the US ‘pivot to Asia’ (AKA ‘encircling China’) 
or (b) China increasing its forward defense stance in the South China 
Sea by building artificial islands?” The answer, according to Pascoe, is (a). 

What seems to be ironic is that China’s claim of not wanting to 
militarize the area was used by the Hague Tribunal to deny China’s 
claim over sovereignty. Because China had repeatedly emphasized the 
non-military nature of its actions and had stated at the highest level that 
it would not militarize its presence in the Spratlys, China’s activities are 
deemed not to be military in nature. Accordingly, the tribunal concluded 
that Article 298 did not pose an obstacle to its jurisdiction of denying 
China’s sovereignty.

According to Article 298(b), disputes concerning military activities, 
including military activities by government vessels and aircraft engaged 
in non-commercial service, should be excluded from the jurisdiction of 
a court or tribunal under Article 297, paragraph 2 or 3. In other words, 
had China used military forces in the area the tribunal would not have 
the right to make a ruling.

the vietnamese claims

When, on September 4, 1958 the Chinese Premier Zhou Enlai declared 
that China’s decision regarding the 12 nautical miles of China’s terri-
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torial waters included the two archipelagos Paracel and Spratly, on 
September 14, 1958 Pham Van Dong representing the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam (North Vietnam) sent a Diplomatic Note to China 
stating that: 

We would like to inform you that the Government of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam has noted and support the September 4, 1958 
declaration by the People’s Republic of China regarding territorial 
waters of China. The government of the Democratic Republic of 
Vietnam respects this decision and will direct the proper government 
agencies to respect absolutely the 12 nautical mile territorial waters of 
China in all dealings with the People’s Republic of China on the sea 
(Vietnamnet 2011). 

Vietnam later tried to vitiate its actions by arguing that the diplomatic 
note was sent under complicated circumstances of war against Western 
colonialism and because North Vietnam then was supporting its 
“comrades” (Vietnamnet 2011). “Hanoi seems, at this time [1956], to 
have supported the claim of the Chinese People’s Republic” (Tønneson 
2006: 52–3).

the philippine claims

A reader’s response to Hugh White (2016) points out the problems with 
the claims by the Philippines:

Professor White’s assertion that allegedly “China seized Scarbor-
ough Shoals, which lie quite close to Manila, from the Philippines in 
2012” is seriously flawed and thus has no merit. If he cares to revisit 
the 1898 Treaty of Paris, the 1900 Treaty of Washington and the 
1930 Convention between the United States and Great Britain, he 
will discover that they described the western limit of the Philippine 
territory as 118 degrees East longitude. But as the map shows, China’s 
islands and reefs in the Spratly, Paracel, Pratas, Zhongsha, which 
include the Macclesfield bank and Huangyan Dao (Scarborough 
shoal) are all due West of that 118 degrees East longitude. It was the 
corrupt President Ferdinand Marcos who annexed 8 features in the 
Spratly on 11 June 1978, using Presidential Decree 1596, under the 
pretext they were terra nullius, which had no basis under any law.
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the international order and the scs

The website Quora published a map with US military bases surrounding 
China and then asks a question: “Why is China Building Islands So 
Close to US Military Bases?” There are answers from the US, India and 
China. Some of the respondents are not sure whether the question is a 
satire. One reader asks “Are you kidding to ask this question?” and one 
simply states “What a stupid question!” One respondent wants to know 
what is meant by “close.” One points out a fact that it is quite astonishing 
to reflect on: since the US has military bases everywhere in the world, 
anywhere is close to its military bases. One Indian respondent ponders 
why Australians want to live close to US military bases in Australia. “If 
you really want to know the answer, the Chinese want to grow vegetables 
on these artificial islands,” one says. Finally someone has a map with all 
the US military bases in Europe and Asia, with Russia at the top of the 
map, and the words “Russia wants war!” and “Look how close they put 
their country to our bases.”

To the Chinese, the whole episode of the Hague Permanent Court of 
Arbitration (PCA) ruling on the SCS was the result of a US-designed 
and US-sponsored scheme to “pivot Asia,” targeting the rising China, as 
Figure 3 demonstrates. Inexperienced in how to play the game, the rules 
of which have been set by Western powers, China did not want to par-
ticipate in the process of the PCA in the first place: a mistake on China’s 
part according to some experts.

That the US is somehow behind the PCA is admitted by Michael 
McDevitt, senior fellow in strategic studies at the CNA Corporation, 
for instance, who states that the US has not only set the agenda of 
condemning China’s actions in the SCS but was also “indirectly” respon-
sible for “Manila’s decision to go to the Permanent Court of Arbitration 
over Chinese claims and actions in the SCS” (McDevitt 2017), though 
he does not specify what “indirectly” means. 

In the words of Saches (2017), today’s China offers a rude awakening 
for Americans who believe that the US and the US alone should 
dominate the world. Each time the US has had a rival for global 
leadership, they have aimed to eliminate rivalry and to subordinate the 
rival to US power. The first example was with the former Soviet Union: 
pushing NATO eastwards toward Russian borders by incorporating the 
Eastern European and Baltic countries into the US-led military alliance, 
and then incorporating Ukraine and Georgia as well. The second 
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example was its wars to overthrow, or try to overthrow, several hostile 
governments in the Middle East, including Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and 
Syria. 

Starting with President Ronald Reagan, the US foreign policy estab-
lishment went to work to counter Japan. It began accusing Japan of 
unfair trade practices, currency manipulation, unfair state aid to Japan’s 
businesses and other exaggerated or flat-out false claims of nefarious 
behavior. The US began to impose new trade barriers and forced Japan to 
agree to “voluntary” export restraints to limit its booming exports to the 
US. Then, in 1985, the US struck harder, insisting that Japan massively 
revalue (strengthen) the yen in a manner that would leave Japan far less 
competitive with the US. The yen doubled in strength, from 260 yen per 
dollar in 1985 to 130 yen per dollar in 1990. Japan had been pushed by 
the US to price itself out of the world market. By the early 1990s, Japan’s 
export growth collapsed and Japan entered two decades of stagnation. 
On many occasions after 1990, Saches (2017) asked senior Japanese 

Figure 3  “The Truth Behind Philippine’s Stance Over South 
China Sea Disputes,” People’s Daily, China @ PDChina
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officials why Japan didn’t devalue the yen to restart growth. The most 
convincing answer was that the US wouldn’t let Japan do it. 

Now comes China. American primacists are beside themselves that 
China seems to have the audacity to poke its nose into “the American 
century.” Rather than let China catch up, the primacists say, the US 
should badger and harass China economically, engage the Chinese in 
a new arms race and even undermine the one China policy that has 
been the basis of US–China bilateral relations, so that China ends up in 
economic retreat, retracing the steps of the British Empire, the Soviet 
Union and Japan (Saches 2017).

Regarding the SCS dispute, Sourabh Gupta (2017a, 2017b) thinks 
the Hague ruling was “harsh” and “reckless” in its total condemnation 
of China, and that China has a case regarding its historical rights to the 
SCS islands (Gupta 2016). Gupta also argues that it is within China’s 
rights to construct artificial islands on the high-tide features that it 
administers in the SCS, as well as on those submerged features that lie 
within the territorial sea of a high-tide feature that it administers or 
claims. Such construction is not an “illegal taking of disputed interna-
tional territories”—much less a violation of the undisputed territorial 
sovereignty of a neighboring state “akin to Russia’s taking [of ] Crimea” 
(Gupta 2015).

a brief historical review

Like the land disputes that China had with its neighbors until the 
Western concept of the nation state was imposed by Western colonial-
ism, China had no clear boundary claims over the SCS islands. Even 
until “the 1930s the dispute over the Spratlys and Paracels had been 
mainly a Franco-Japanese affair, with a weak and war torn China as 
the third party. From 1945 to 1956 the main dispute had been between 
France on the one side and the two Chinese regimes on the other” 
(Tønneson, 2006: 48).

After the surrender of the Japanese to the allies at the end of World 
War II in 1946, the ROC soldiers led by Chiang Kai-shek, aided by 
US warships, traveled all over the SCS. They not only recorded all the 
islands/rocks with a Chinese name but were garrisoned on Taiping, the 
only island that is habitable. That was when the eleven-dash line was 
drawn with the assistance of the US Navy. When the eleven-dash line 
claim was made and printed in an ROC map in 1947 there were only two 
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nation states in the region, the ROC and the Philippines—and the rest 
were still colonies of Western powers. As Tan (2016) points out, none 
of the colonial powers like Spain, the US, Britain, Holland or France 
disputed China’s sovereignty over the Pratas, Paracel and Spratly islands, 
or the Macclesfield Bank and Scarborough Shoal (Huangyan Dao) ter-
ritories. In the 1887 Sino-Franco Convention, France agreed that all 
the isles east of the treaty delimitation line were assigned to China. In 
the 1898 Treaty of Paris, signed when Spain handed the Philippines as 
a colony to the US, Article III described the western limit of the Phil-
ippines as 118 degrees east longitude. China’s claims are all located west 
of that point. The Philippines wanted to annex the Spratlys in 1933. On 
20 August that year, US Secretary of State Cordell Hull wrote that the 
islands of the Philippine group which the US acquired from Spain by 
the treaty of 1898, were only those within the limits described in Article 
III (Tian Shaohui 2016), and it may be observed that no mention has 
been found of Spain having exercised sovereignty over, or having laid 
claim to, any of these (Spratly) islands. 

Note that the claim over the SCS by the PRC not only overlaps that 
made by the ROC, but is also narrower with a nine-dash line. Under such 
historically complex circumstances it is understandable that no matter 
how much the US wants to, it is hard for it to make a stand against China 
over the control of territory, or sovereignty over islets and rocks that 
generate rights over adjacent seas and sea beds. Instead, the US, its allies 
and the “international community” constantly tout the approach that the 
PRC’s claims and its assertive activities, such as creating artificial islands 
by digging and piling up sand, threatens freedom of navigation. But as 
pointed out by Freeman (2016), given the kind of commercial shipping 
in the SCS freedom of navigation has never been threatened or compro-
mised there. In fact, China is the country that wants to maintain freedom 
of navigation most as it is the main sea route for ships to leave China. 

In fact China is not the first nor the only country that has been 
creating land by dredging sand in disputed area; Vietnam was creating 
artificial islands for years before China started and already has forces 
stationed on some of the islands it claims, but that are also claimed 
by both China and the Philippines. China is just catching up. Japan 
interfered with Taiwanese fishing in what Japan claims to be its EEZ, 
supposedly generated by its possession of Okinotorishima, originally a 
pair of mushroom-shaped rocks, of king-size bed dimensions, sticking 
a few meters above the water at high tide. But Japan has built an 
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8,000 square meter platform on top of them to claim 400,000 square 
kilometers of EEZ—impressive engineering that didn’t make the front 
pages in the Western media (Clemens Stubbe Østergaard 2016, personal 
communication).

As the insider China observer Sydney Rittenberg (2016, personal 
communication) points out, China is not making new claims but 
enforcing claims that have long been in existence. Rittenberg argues that 
the Hague ruling on China’s sovereignty claims is not a legally binding 
document, but an opinion. Reading statements from US “Secretary Ash 
Carter and Admiral Harry Harris … what really sticks in their craw is 
the diminishing, and probable loss, of US dominance in that part of the 
Pacific, not issues of sovereignty” (Rittenberg 2016, personal commu-
nication). It is the US that has stoked tensions by giving other nations 
around China the backing they need to aggressively pursue territorial 
interests. It is the US that has maintained military bases and assets with 
nuclear strike capacity within range of Chinese civilian centers. It is the 
US that has initiated a “pivot to Asia” whereby 60 percent of US naval 
and aerial units will be positioned in the Asia Pacific theater by the end 
of the decade.

This kind of double standard by the “international community” can 
only be understood in terms of the geopolitics of US dominance in Asia 
and the Western dominance of the world. Underlying this geopolitics of 
Western dominance is the fear of China, whether it’s the “yellow peril” 
fear of China during the second half of the nineteenth and first half of 
the twentieth century when there was a White Australian policy (Gao 
2017), or exclusion of the Chinese in the US and Canada, or the “red 
under the bed” during the second half of the twentieth century, or the 
rise of China during the twenty-first century. The fear has always been 
there when China has been seen as different, whether the difference is 
conceptualized racially, culturally or politically, and the fear has been 
there even when China is seen to become the same.

But is the fear justified? As evidence from the rigorous research by 
Maxwell (2014) and Hyer (2015) discussed in Chapter 10 demon-
strates, China has always been ready to make tactical concessions. This 
is confirmed and clearly stated by Chas W. Freeman, Jr. (2017), a former 
US ambassador to China, in his comment on current situation: 

China waited a decade to respond to multiple seizures of disputed 
islands and reefs in the South China Sea by other claimants. The 



238  .  constructing china

Philippines began the process of creating facts in the sea in 1978, 
Vietnam followed in 1982, and Malaysia did the same in 1983. In 1988, 
China intervened to halt the further expansion of Vietnamese holdings. 
Since then China has established an unejectable presence of its own on 
seven artificially enlarged land features in the South China Sea. It has 
not attempted to dislodge other claimants from any of the four dozen 
outposts they have planted in Chinese-claimed territories. China has 
been careful not to provoke military confrontations with them or with 
the U.S. Navy, despite the latter’s swaggering assertiveness. A similar 
pattern of restraint has been evident in the Senkaku Islands (钓鱼岛), 
which China considers to be part of Taiwan and Japan asserts are part of 
Okinawa. There, China seeks to present an active challenge to Japanese 
efforts to foreclose discussion of the two sides’ dispute over sovereignty. 
It has done so with lightly armed Coast Guard vessels rather than with 
the PLA’s naval warfare arm. Japan has been equally cautious. China 
negotiated the reunification of both Hong Kong and Macau, although 
it could have used force, as India did in Goa, to achieve reintegration. 
China has negotiated generous settlements and demarcations of its 
land borders with Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Nepal, Paki-
stan, Russia, Tajikistan, and Vietnam. China’s borders with the former 
British empire in Bhutan, India, and Myanmar remain formally unset-
tled but for the most part peaceful.

the hague ruling and taiwan’s conundrum 

Regarding the 2016 Hague Ruling, Wang Jiangyu argues that “While 
the Tribunal’s own legitimacy seems to be unquestionable, whether it had 
jurisdiction over the dispute is debatable. Most likely it has, but China’s 
certain arguments against the jurisdiction are worthy of discussion. 
However, the final award’s interpretation and application of certain 
provisions of UNCLOS [United Nations Convention on the Law of the 
Sea] are problematic and possibly erroneous” (Wang Jiangyu 2017: 185).

It is important to point out the sovereignty exception to the 
compulsory dispute settlement of UNCLOS. That is, it is widely agreed 
that the convention does not govern sovereignty-related issues. Accord-
ingly, the questions of sovereignty and related rights over land territory 
are outside the subject matter of an UNCLOS court or tribunal (Wang 
Jiangyu 2017: 190). 

China’s claim over the SCS is indicated by its declared nine-dash line 
on its map. But officially, China has never made it clear what it wants by 
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maintaining the nine-dash line. There are three possible interpretations of 
China’s nine-dash line claim: (1) the nine-dash line aims only to indicate 
the lands over which China claims sovereignty, (2) the nine-dash line is 
intended to be a national boundary between China and its neighbors 
and (3) the nine-dash line is intended to indicate China’s historic claim. 
While China keeps a strategic “ambiguity” without official clarification, 
“It can then be reasonably concluded that the nine-dash line represents 
China’s claims over all the lands within the line, plus historic rights 
within the nine-dash line—under Article 14 of its 1998 law on the EEZ 
and the continental shelf—in respect of fishing, navigation, and explora-
tion and exploitation of resources” (Wang Jiangyu 2017: 203).

From the point of view of Taiwan, the Hague ruling on the ROC’s 
(Taiwan’s) Taiping Island as a “rock” very “unfortunately” damages the 
whole ruling and puts Taiwan in a very difficult position: China’s SCS 
claims are primarily derived from the ROC’s assertions over the years. 
As Freeman (2015) narrates: 

In 1945, in accordance with the Cairo and Potsdam Declarations and 
with American help, the armed forces of the ROC government at 
Nanjing accepted the surrender of the Japanese garrisons in Taiwan, 
including the Paracel and Spratly Islands. Nanjing then declared both 
archipelagos to be part of Guangdong Province. In 1946 it estab-
lished garrisons on both Woody (Yongxing) Island in the Paracels 
and Taiping Island in the Spratlys. 

As one reader’s response to Freeman says: 

In practice, as some in the region recall, long before the United States 
turned against them as part of its “pivot to Asia” in 2010, America 
had supported China’s claims in the Paracels and Spratlys. The U.S. 
Navy facilitated China’s replacement of Japan’s military presence in 
both island groups in 1945 because it considered that they were either 
part of Taiwan, as Japan had declared, or—in the words of the Cairo 
Declaration—among other “territories Japan [had] stolen from the 
Chinese” to “be restored to the Republic of China.” From 1969 to 
1971, the United States operated a radar station in the Spratlys at 
Taiping Island, under the flag of the Republic of China.

Clearly Taiwan’s adherence to its SCS claims strengthens China’s legal 
position. Even worse for the Taiwan independence advocates, Taiwan’s 
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claim over the SCS islands, just like its claim over the Diaoyu/Senkaku 
islands, reinforces the one China narrative. In other words, Taiwan’s 
claims over these islands weakens its position of separate sovereignty. 
This is a huge conundrum for Taiwan’s aspiration of independence: 
Taiwan cannot afford to abandon its long-held claim over these islands 
because the very legitimacy of a sovereignty is to protect its territory. 
That is why the independence-advocating Democratic Progressive Party 
government under Tsai Yin-wen had to defend its sovereignty over the 
islands it occupies by rejecting the UNCLOS ruling. But by doing so it 
places itself firmly into the one China framework. 

conclusion: the politically correct constructing 
of china over the south china sea issue

By citing evidence from think tanks like the Asia Maritime Transpar-
ency Initiative at the Centre for Strategic and International Studies and 
Australia’s Lowy Institute, and media outlets such as Fox News, Breitbart 
and the Washington Times, Valencia (2017) points out that Western 
think tanks tend to exaggerate the China threat in order to get the 
Trump administration to construct a China that presents an imminent 
risk to US national interests. According to Valencia, “academic analysts 
themselves push US-slanted research,” and the figure of more than US$5 
trillion in trade that transits the SCS is cited as evidence of China’s 
claim over the SCS threatening international trade while not to pointing 
out that most of the trade goes to China. Valencia is right in observing 
that the Western media follow the US’s clever conflation of freedom 
of commercial navigation with the freedom to undertake provocative 
military intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance activities. The 
media constructing of China over the issue of SCS is not just (mis)con-
structing, as Valencia titles his paper. In fact this is a consistent practice 
in the politically correct construction of China on the basis of geopolitics 
and from the point of view of the perceived Western national interest. As 
also pointed out by Valencia, the Western media uses legal ambiguities 
to evade a regime governed by scientific consent while choosing not to 
point out the fact that the ocean is for peaceful purposes as required by 
UNCLOS, and that intrusive and controversial practices threatening the 
use of force is prohibited by the UN charter. But to justify aggressiveness 
against China one has to construct an aggressive China.
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