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Abstract

The PR China regime’s repression of political dissent is the subject of 
daily reports in the media and ongoing discussion in academic research. 
Yet these reports and discussions are largely silent on the global context 
for the policies they criticize. The silence has two dimensions. First is the 
absence of any reference to the suppression of dissent globally, including 
in societies that flaunt their democratic commitments, that would draw 
attention to its pervasiveness not just as a Chinese but as a global problem. 
Second is silence over the complicity in this repression of outsiders from 
sports organizations and personages and musical and film celebrities anxious 
to enter the new entertainment market to educational institutions that serve 
willingly as vehicles for state guided propaganda through the so-called 
“Confucius Institutes”, and mimic corporations in the joint educational 
enterprises they establish in PR China. These activities, entangled in shifts 
in global capitalism, serve as occasions for celebration rather than critically 
explored for their contributions to the legitimacy of the regime. Above all are 
transnational corporations that not only bank their futures on the China market 
but ideologically condone repression in their enthusiasm for the authoritarian 
“China model”. As they scramble to meet the luxury needs of a political elite 
that has concentrated enormous wealth in its hands through corruption and 
plunder of public resources, they also benefit from the severe exploitation 
and abuse of labour guaranteed by the regime. The discussion below calls 
for closer attention to this global context of dissent and repression in PR 
China, and argues that while this complicity does not relieve the PR Chinese 
leadership of its responsibilities, it needs to be integral to any serious and 
thoroughgoing criticism of the regime.
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1. Introduction

Contemporary media reporting on questions of repression and dissent in 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), backed by expert voices of various 
kinds, is likely to yield a strong impression that at the heart of the problem is 
the continued hold on power of a dictatorial Communist Party riddled with 
factionalism and corruption. The diagnosis also casts a shadow on the revolu-
tionary history that brought the Party to power. References to Mao Zedong 毛
泽东’s legacies target him as the ancestral source of contemporary problems. 
Given the Party’s Leninist origins and constitution, however, the communism 
it claims as its guiding ideology – tinged with residual influences from the 
imperial past – must ultimately bear responsibility for its behaviour. It follows 
from this line of thinking that as the revolution fades with development within 
the parameters of the capitalist world-system, some of these problems will 
inevitably fade away. At the least, development will foster a new democratic 
constituency, often equated with a vaguely defined rising “middle” class, that 
will push the Communist Party toward more democratic ways of governing. In 
the meantime, dissidents within and forces of democracy abroad are gradually 
nudging the Communist Party in that direction.	

Plausible as this narrative sounds in light of the ongoing struggle of 
Chinese intellectuals and working people for greater freedoms, democracy 
and justice, its teleological thrust is based on assumptions that call for closer 
scrutiny. Its plausibility rests, on the one hand, on the Party’s repudiation 
of the “leftist” legacies of the revolution that led to unnecessary economic 
and social adventurism, and, on the other hand, its willingness to permit 
ideological and political discussion that would have been unimaginable during 
the heyday of revolution under Mao. Since 1978, the Party has sought to 
avoid repetition of the arbitrary exercise of leadership prerogatives during the 
Cultural Revolution by greater stress on rules, collective leadership and inner-
Party democracy. At the same time, participation in the global economy has 
called for the establishment of a legal order that at least in theory is based on 
international norms. Development policies bank heavily internally on willing 
participation of the educated, reversing Cultural Revolution privileging of 
“redness” over expertise. The freedoms extended to society in order to secure 
such participation are very real indeed. 
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On the other hand, these changes have empowered dissidents to expand 
“the realm of freedom”, and to hold the Party to its promise of a legal order, 
which is perhaps the most prominent theme of dissent in contemporary PRC. 
Dissent is further substantiated by the urban constituencies that have benefited 
from “reform and opening”, who most likely would not object to the extension 
into the realm of politics of the freedom to consume that development has 
brought about – and is premised upon. There is no denying the ferment over 
these issues among the so-called “netizens”. At least on the surface, the PRC 
shows every sign that with the deepening of development, it will follow 
the example of other authoritarian regimes, especially in Eastern Asia, in 
making the transition from dictatorship to democracy. At least on the surface, 
victory in the Cold War over socialism provides historical confirmation to the 
persuasiveness of this narrative.

And yet, it is not at all certain that these changes justify the teleological 
hopes invested in them, which call for closer scrutiny. This is the purpose 
of the discussion below. We take up three questions that seem to be of 
particular significance but seldom are raised in evaluations of change in the 
PRC. First is the relationship to the legacies of the revolution of the Party 
and the people at large, including many dissidents, which is hardly the one-
dimensional relationship it is often assumed to be. Second is the relationship 
of questions of repression and dissent in the PRC to its structural context 
within global capitalism. The PRC presently suffers from severe economic 
and social inequality that may be sustained only by political repression. It 
is frequently overlooked, however, that economic and social inequality are 
products of the very development policies for which the PRC is widely 
admired. The ironic consequence is that criticism directed at the PRC for its 
democratic deficit is more than compensated for by pressures to keep up a 
pattern and pace of development that gives priority to its functioning within 
the global system over the economic and political welfare of the population. 
Indeed, the “China Model” has more than a few admirers who look to it with 
envy against the “inefficiencies” thrown up by popular pursuit of justice in 
democratic societies. Deepening inequality is a pervasive phenomenon of 
global neoliberalism, of which the PRC is an integral part. Around the globe 
the predicament of democracy has set off a dialectic of protest and repression 
that has further thrown its future into jeopardy in any but a formal sense. 
Within a global context in which democracy is at risk and human rights 
in shambles, what does it mean for the PRC to be moving toward a more 
democratic regime? This being the case, finally, is there a case to be made 
that the PRC is better off exploring socialist alternatives in economy, society 
and politics than emulating models whose future is very much in question, 
in which case critique should be directed at holding the Party to its promise 
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of socialism rather than its failures to live up to the examples of those who 
themselves are in retreat from democracy?

2. Protest and Repression

Before proceeding with an analysis of the questions above, it may be useful 
to summarize briefly the problem of repression and dissent in the PRC which 
is somewhat more complicated than appears at first sight. Indeed, these terms 
are insufficient to encompass fundamental aspects of the relationship of the 
Party-state to its citizens.1 

The terms may serve well in reference to disagreements within the 
Communist Party, or even the cases of high-profile intellectuals and their 
associates and supporters. But they fall somewhat short of grasping the 
situation even in these cases in light of the display of lawless behaviour by the 
state authorities. Despite state pretensions to legality, the “crimes” for which 
intellectuals such as Ai Weiwei 艾未未, Chen Guangcheng 陈光诚 and Liu 
Xiaobo 刘晓波 have been harassed, condemned, incarcerated and tortured 
(sometimes to death, as in the recent case of Li Wangyang 李旺阳) do not go 
beyond testing the limits of restrictive laws and even greater restrictiveness 
in their application. Restrictions on speech supposedly guaranteed by the 
PRC’s own constitution are routine practice. Unemployed peasant workers are 
employed by the authorities to provide round-the-clock surveillance of victims 
whose only crime is to transgress against what the authorities deem the limits 
of speech or to pursue justice in the courts. The Party does not hesitate to 
resort to thuggery in order to enforce arbitrary restrictions. It is little wonder 
that the internal security budget of the PRC is larger than its defense budget.

In the case of minority populations such as the Tibetans, Uighurs and 
Mongolians, it is more proper to speak of seething rebellion, which the 
Party-state counters with what may best be described as colonial policies, 
both violent and non-violent. Non-violent means include most prominently 
the actual physical colonization of Tibet and Xinjiang by Han ethnicities 
from the interior, compounded with slow but inexorable extinction of local 
cultures.2 Violent means include erasure of physical and cultural legacies 
from the destruction of cities in the name of urban progress to prohibitions 
on religious practices which constitute the cultural fabric of these societies.3 
At the extreme, the state has responded with fatal physical violence and 
incarcerations to overt expressions of rebellion against its rule. These 
may also serve as warnings to those harbouring separatist sentiments in 
the neighbouring societies of Taiwan and Hong Kong. The PRC all along 
has responded to calls for Taiwan independence with threats of forceful 
occupation. In Hong Kong, a Special Administrative Region (SAR) ruled 
by and for business interests entangled in the PRC economy, the Beijing 
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government’s silent invasion is most evident in the increasing self-censorship 
of the press. Still, the relationship is on occasion a tense one as Hong 
Kong’ers continue to struggle for the preservation of their local rights, as well 
as the restoration of those of their compatriots across the border.4 

Possibly most fundamental in terms of the number of lives it touches 
and the structural inequalities it expresses is the disturbed relationship of 
the Party-state to the working, especially the agrarian working population. 
An urban vision against the earlier Maoist glorification of the peasantry and 
practical necessities of capital accumulation have combined in a development 
policy that owes much of its success to dispossession of the agrarian 
population and the exploitation of agrarian labour driven off agriculture – the 
so-called “peasant-workers” (nongmingong 农民工).5 The exploitation of 
agrarian resources and labour was severe under Mao’s leadership as well, but 
this time around the returns have been plundered by the ruling elite, mostly 
from the Party or with Party connections, that has produced one of the most 
unequal societies in the world. Conflicts over illegal or unjust confiscations 
of land by local cadres are at the source of the majority of the disturbances 
that numbered close to 200,000 last year. Villages have been emptied out of 
their young men and women, leaving behind the elderly and the very young, 
severely affecting family structures. The 150-200 million estimated migrant 
population of workers not only are treated like “illegal” migrants in being 
deprived of access to city amenities (including education and health), but are 
also a source of friction among the population because of ethnic and place 
differences.6 Depending upon the constitution of the migrant workers at any 
one place, gender and ethnic tensions are added to the class oppression and 
exploitation that has been a motor force of the PRC’s development over the 
last two decades. With rare exceptions such as the Wukan 乌坎 Uprising in 
Guangdong in 2011, the Party-State responds to expressions of popular unrest 
with further suppression and, when necessary, violence. 

There are, of course, many satisfied with their improved lot since 1978. 
A recent study based on research conducted nearly a decade ago found that 
the majority were satisfied with the regime, and few harboured rebellious 
sentiments against it or the dominant urban class society over which it presides. 
The outstanding resentment was not of social difference but corrupt and ill-
gotten gain.7 On the other hand, it is equally evident that violence or the threat 
of it is integral to the political and ideological structure of Chinese society. 

Equally importantly, the question of dissent covers a broad spectrum: 
from liberal aspirations to a democracy similar to those of other advanced 
societies to the defense of legal rights, intellectual freedom and the pursuit of 
justice (if not equality) within the existing system to anti-colonial struggles 
for autonomy among minority peoples, and the struggles for autonomy and 
democracy in Hong Kong. If these struggles share one thing in common, it 
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is the demand upon the Party-state for greater openness and respect or laws. 
Otherwise, they are also at odds with one another in their various causes with 
divisive consequences. It would be difficult if not impossible to find even on 
the left many who would condone greater autonomy to Tibet and Xinjiang, or 
letting go of Taiwan or Hong Kong. 

It may be suggested that there is both too much criticism of the PRC, 
and too little. Criticism that focuses on the particularities of the PRC – the 
Communist regime – is more often than not off the mark in its Cold War 
style juxtaposition of communism and democracy (or liberalism), as well as 
smoothing over evidence that the two terms of the juxtaposition may carry 
different weight and ideological baggage from different perspectives that 
are not just cultural but deeply political. It is probably safe to say that most 
Chinese conceive of democracy differently than it is typically understood 
in mainstream European and North American thinking as a strictly political 
issue, insisting on the inclusion of economic rights in any serious practice 
of democracy. They also have a different relationship to communism as 
part of their history. The juxtaposition also ignores a world-wide surge of 
oppressive practices of surveillance and criminalization of populations that 
may reveal PRC practices to be less peculiar to a “socialist” regime than 
appears superficially. 

On the other hand, criticism of the PRC seems perfunctory when 
compared to threats of embargoes and wars against comparable dictatorial 
regimes.8 Power relations, economic interests, and a long standing culturalist 
fascination with China combine to set China apart from other such regimes. 
Indeed, there has been an ongoing celebration of the PRC’s development 
under the leadership of the Communist Party that recalls memories of the 
Chinoiserie that took Europe by storm three centuries ago. There are even 
displays of willingness to complicity with the regime’s pursuit of global 
hegemony, most notoriously through the so-called Confucius Institutes. Not 
only governments and business but even educational institutions supposedly 
dedicated to critical inquiry are anxious to court a regime which is by common 
acknowledgment suspicious of free inquiry beyond its control. Rarely is this 
contradiction questioned. Business is less than eager to jeopardize its chances 
in the “China market” in the name of human or political rights. There are 
suggestions of envy in praises of a “China model” that has “successfully” 
combined neoliberal economic policies with authoritarian politics and 
social policy. New York University may offer the blatant example of this 
contradiction in its offer of an educational home to the recently exiled 
dissident Chen Guangcheng even as it is in the process of building a campus 
in Shanghai.

Under the circumstances, it seems quite irrelevant to hold the Communist 
regime to its socialist promises and professions of Marxism. Critics are not 
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interested in those “dead” issues. They are also justifiably sceptical about 
the socialist professions of a communist party which better answers to the 
description of “red capitalist” than socialist in any serious sense of that term. 
These issues, however, are of the utmost significance to the regime and many 
of its subjects – especially the intellectuals – and they are also divisive for 
both the Party and dissidents aligned against it, who also dissent with one 
another over them. Dissent, in other words, is not just a matter of democracy 
and communism but shares in all the complexities of Chinese politics. 

3. The Past in the Present

The legacies of the revolution and Bolshevik structure of the Communist 
Party are no doubt important elements in structuring Chinese politics. On 
the other hand, it needs to be kept in mind that what might be a necessity of 
revolutionary politics aimed at social transformation can easily degenerate 
into garden variety dictatorship designed to protect organizational and class 
interests. PRC politics presently partakes of both these elements. Increasingly, 
however, legitimation is located not in the necessities of developing toward 
some socialist vision but national goals of “wealth and power”. 

Critiques that presuppose the abandonment of the revolutionary past are 
in some ways widely off the mark.9 To be sure, Mao is condemned for his part 
in the Cultural Revolution, and the Party remains wary of any leftward turn 
in politics, as is attested by the Bo Xilai 薄熙来 episode and the Chongqing 
experiment. Whether or not this means the abandonment or fading away of the 
revolution and Mao’s legacies either for the Party or the population at large 
remains an open question. The Chongqing experiment was a far cry from the 
Cultural Revolution. It advocated closer political intervention in the economy 
to allocate a greater share of the returns to populist causes like affordable 
housing for the needy, especially for the rural population displaced by its own 
pursuit of development. It also revived some of the political and ideological 
themes of the Cultural Revolution that in theory were intended to alleviate 
some of the adverse social and cultural effects of capitalist development. 
But the experiment did not challenge immersion in global capitalism, which 
was a fundamental difference from the Cultural Revolution pursuit of nearly 
autarchic development. Aside from “gangsterism”, its main target was to 
mitigate the class and urban-rural inequalities that are acknowledged by the 
Party leadership as fundamental problems. According to supporters on the left 
some of whom were directly involved in the experiment it was nevertheless 
a sufficient threat to the reigning neoliberal assumptions guiding the regime 
to invite quick suppression.10 Ongoing conflicts over how best to steer 
economic development toward national and social ends seem to have been 
exacerbated in this case by personal and factional ambitions and animosities. 
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The suppression has hardly eliminated divisions within the Party over its 
relationship to its revolutionary past, as is indicated by recent calls for return 
to the policies of New Democracy, blending socialist and capitalist elements, 
that had brought the Party to power in 1949. The Cultural Revolution had 
been the negation of New Democracy. What they shared in common was a 
commitment to national ends.

It is often overlooked that what was repudiated after 1978 was neither the 
revolution nor Mao Zedong but Maoist policies of the Cultural Revolution 
from the mid-1950s to their reversal after 1978. In Party ideology, the essence 
of Mao Zedong Thought is identified as “making Marxism Chinese”, of which 
the formulation of New Democracy in the 1940s was the foundational moment. 
Under Deng Xiaoping 邓小平’s leadership after 1978, the Party reaffirmed 
the correctness of New Democracy policies, and portrayed “socialism with 
Chinese characteristics” as further development of Mao Zedong Thought 
under new national and global circumstances. Even the radical departures 
under Deng’s successors (Jiang Zemin 江泽民 and Hu Jintao 胡锦涛) are 
portrayed in official ideology as the unfolding of Mao Zedong Thought. Mao 
Zedong Thought has been stripped of its social revolutionary implications, 
and rendered into an ideology of national development. Accordingly, the 
century long revolutionary process itself has been revised to read as the “road 
to [national] rejuvenation” (fuxing zhi lu 复兴之路) as in the exhibit at the 
newly reorganized National History Museum.

While the preservation of Maoist revolutionary legacy is of obvious 
importance to the reaffirmation of the Communist Party’s legitimacy, 
its significance goes beyond this legitimating function. The official “de-
revolutionization” of Mao does not rule out the possibility of the return of 
revolutionary policies if circumstances permit (or demand) it, which was the 
case with the Chongqing experiment. This possibility is not limited to the 
Party, or leftist intellectuals. Despite intense resentment in some quarters, 
Mao continues to command iconic status among the common people of China 
as a powerful symbol that can be mobilized against the turn the Party has 
taken. To the chagrin of the leadership, peasants in the 1990s built temples 
to Mao Zedong, surpassing his metaphorical deification during the Cultural 
Revolution – coincident with the “Mao fever” evoked by the hundredth 
anniversary of Mao’s birth in 1993, but more importantly with the full scale 
turn to capitalism after 1992 which initiated a process of dispossessing the 
common people. While such displays were quickly suppressed, the themes 
associated with them remain alive even when they are not explicitly attached 
to Mao’s person or invoke revolutionary precedents. Peasants may have 
longer memories stored in their stories than urban populations at the mercy 
of changing fashions.11 If revolution even under Mao did not eliminate their 
exploitation, it at the very least empowered them politically in unprecedented 
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ways. Those memories have not disappeared. There is some evidence that 
protestors in the recent Wukan uprising in Guangdong invoked memories of 
the Hailufeng 海陆丰 Soviet established in the same location in 1927 by the 
Communist intellectual Peng Pai 彭湃.12 

Criticism that focuses on the legacies of revolution and socialism are 
misleading most egregiously in ignoring that it is nationalism, not socialism, 
that accounts for the behaviour of the regime. After all, the Chinese 
Revolution was a national revolution for autonomous development against 
“semi-colonialism”, with socialism as its vehicle. The vehicle gave the 
nationalism its particular flavour, but with the retreat from any operative 
vision of socialism, the latter seems more than ever merely a front for the 
national pursuit of wealth and power – under the leadership of the Communist 
Party. It is important to remember that most of the criticism directed against 
the PRC for its “socialist” failures overlooks the fundamental national interest 
that guides the Communist regime’s domestic and foreign policies, including 
the repressive exploitation of its own population in the name of development 
and security. 

Unless we take socialism to be the concentration of wealth and power in 
the Communist Party, there is little in “socialism with Chinese characteristics” 
that may be described as socialist in any strict sense of the term (we will 
return to this later). The legacies of revolution derive their vitality not from 
visions of socialism but from their roots in nationalism. For the population at 
large no less than the Communist Party as such, the revolution is inextricably 
entangled in the struggle for national autonomy and power. While the 
Communist Party has repudiated the radical social, economic and political 
policies of the Cultural Revolution, the militant nationalism that the Cultural 
Revolution espoused would become even more indispensable to the regime 
in filling the ideological vacuum left by the abandonment of the socialist 
project after 1978 in mobilizing popular support for its policies. The so-celled 
“new nationalism” after the 1990s owed much to the nationalist propaganda 
effort that accompanied the repudiation of militant socialism in the early 
1980s, when nationalist literature addressed to various constituencies of the 
regime flooded the publishing market. Since then, the regime deliberately has 
fuelled nationalism by playing up the “national humiliation” inflicted upon 
the country by imperialism since the middle of the nineteenth century which 
was overcome only by Communist victory in 1949.13 Overcoming national 
humiliation would seem to justify expansion over imagined “lost” areas, 
laying claims to territories or seas on the basis of manufactured historical 
and legal rights.14 

If there is anything novel about the effort, it is the use of nationalism to 
cover up the retreat from socialism. Resentment of “national humiliation” has 
been a driving force of revolution for the past century. Among the legacies of 
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the Cultural Revolution is a militant nationalism that still lingers among the 
population at large. Indeed, over issues of national sovereignty, it is difficult 
to avoid the impression that it is public pressure on the Party that drives 
militancy than the other way around. Conflicts with neighbouring states over 
disputed island territories or the Southeast Asian Sea invariably provokes 
furious reactions among “netizens” and even thoughtful intellectuals. There 
was considerable resentment against Liu Xiaobo for his suggestion that China 
might have been better off if it had gone through a phase of colonial rule (as 
in Hong Kong). While economic interests of the Party corporate elite are not 
to be ignored in the discriminatory policies against foreign enterprises, they 
are consistent with the search for economic autonomy that has been a concern 
of reformers and revolutionaries since the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
The expectation from “reform and opening” after 1978 and “globalization” 
since the 1990s was not relinquishing control over the national economy 
but to utilize these “tools” to achieve the long-desired goal of autonomous 
development – which has made the PRC attractive especially to societies of 
the Global South. 

Judging by the surge of nationalism since the 1990s, development seems 
to have reinforced national pride and close-mindedness despite the cultural 
opening to the outside world, accompanied by enthusiastic consumption of 
things foreign and the rush to educational institutions abroad of the offspring 
of the new economic elite. To hear some Chinese intellectuals argue these 
days, one would think that the PRC’s phenomenal development since the 
1980s owes nothing to do with forces from the outside, including Chinese 
Overseas (haiwai huaren 海外华人), but was the product of national virtues, 
often going past the revolution itself to “traditional” values of one kind or 
another – echoing without acknowledgment arguments of modernization 
discourse. Such arguments, accompanied by claims to an “alternative 
modernity” (the China Model), also ignore the extent to which the PRC 
has mimicked development in other capitalist society, especially the US, 
overtaking which seems to be a national obsession.15 Contemporary China is 
a laboratory case in the study of the dynamics of “Sino-centrism”. 

More to the point here, there is little reason to expect that this nationalism 
will fade away anytime soon. The hope that with development the socialist 
legacy will vanish into the past is largely misplaced because the issue is not 
socialism but this militant nationalism that has appropriated socialist policies 
for its own. Indeed, this nationalism derives new energy from development, 
and bolsters the regime’s claims to the inextricable links between national 
salvation and its own preservation. Whether over greater independence for 
the minorities, or Taiwan independence in foreign relations, opening markets 
in its economic relations, or greater freedom and democracy internally, it is 
national security as perceived by a Party that is not only the political ruler 
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of the country but increasingly the dominant social class as well that will 
determine future behaviour. 

4. The PRC in the Neoliberal World System

The second set of issues that call for closer scrutiny pertains to the PRC’s 
context within global capitalism. Both state repression and popular struggles 
against it are no doubt deeply marked by “Chinese characteristics”.16 Never-
theless, the most widespread causes of discontent – forceful expropriation of 
agricultural land, widespread dislocation of the population, severe exploitation 
of labour, social and spatial inequalities, corruption from the top to the bottom 
of the political structure, urban and rural pollution – are all entangled in the 
development policies that the PRC has pursued since the 1980s in its quest 
of “wealth and power” within the context of a neo-liberal global capitalism.17 
Indeed, isolating questions of social conflict and state repression in the PRC 
from these entanglements more often than not leads to tendentious readings 
that blame the problem on local cadres or the nature of the political system. 
On the other hand, it obviates the need to explore further how successful and 
rapid incorporation in global capitalism has come to shape the dynamics of the 
system and the behaviour of its various agents despite increasingly ineffective 
efforts on the part of the regime to shield society from the consequences of 
its own policies, which accounts for much of its repressive policies. It also 
renders opaque the part played by outsiders in Chinese politics, not just 
as agents of progress toward human rights and democracy, as some would 
naively believe, but also in their economic and ideological complicity with 
repressive policies. 

The conversion of land into capital, the creation of a floating labour 
force available for this process, and the sale of cheap labour power to fuel 
an export-oriented economy are all aspects of capital accumulation within 
a globalized capitalist economy. If anything distinguishes the PRC, it is the 
presence of a sprawling organizational structure put in place by the revolution 
that has guaranteed the efficient performance of these processes, with coercion 
whenever necessary. This organization was created initially to achieve the 
twin tasks of economic development and social transformation in the creation 
of a socialist society, where in hindsight the task of social transformation 
inhibited full performance in the task of economic construction. Indeed, 
conflict between the two goals would lead to social tensions that exploded in 
the disastrous chaos of the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution and, 
in a much more limited scope, the Tiananmen 天安门 tragedy of 1989. 

The removal of the inhibitions with the move to a “socialist market 
economy” after 1978 would unleash the full economic potential of this orga-
nizational structure, but at a price: The conversion of a revolutionary party 

IJCS 3-3 combined text PDF 20-12295   295 12/20/2012   1:12:42 PM



296      Arif Dirlik and Roxann Prazniak  

intended to pursue the cause of a just society into a “ruling party” representing 
the most advanced social forces, technologies and culture devoted to the 
relentless pursuit of “wealth and power”.18 This is not to suggest that a just 
society had been achieved before 1978. Even during the revolutionary years 
before 1976 “revolution” had been placed at the service of developmentalist 
goals of overtaking capitalist societies that justified the reorganization of 
society into more efficient units of production and the severe exploitation of 
labour under banners of revolution. Nevertheless, few would deny that these 
revolutionary slogans carried the weight they did because no one doubted 
the seriousness of the regime about the kind of society inscribed on the 
banners. This would change after the regime concluded from the Tiananmen 
upheaval, and Deng Xiaoping’s personal testimonial to the success of the 
special economic zone in Shenzhen, that enrichment of the population was the 
best cure to excessive popular interest in politics. Incorporation in the global 
capitalist economy – without, however, compromising national sovereignty – 
was achieved under Deng’s successors under the sign of “globalization”. 

There can be little question about the renewed dynamism these changes 
brought to the party and government organization, or the popular enterprise 
they stimulated – ironically, in hindsight, beginning with the agricultural 
population in the 1980s. The township enterprises flourishing from the late 
1980s through the early 1990s represented successful efforts by local cadres 
who for a while were given considerable leeway in the pursuit of capital 
and the negotiation of development in their domains. “Globalization” of the 
economy from the late 1990s was accompanied by the re-centralization of 
decision-making, greater coordination of development, and the reassertion of 
the power over the economy of state-owned financial, energy and industrial 
enterprises. 

Despite the ideological and organizational particularities of the PRC that 
are products of its revolutionary history, the accumulation of capital over the 
last three decades have been marked by class formations and relationships 
characteristic of the “primitive accumulation” of capital elsewhere. The 
distinction of the regime, derivative of its claims to socialism, is almost total 
control of resources, including labour, which under this “workers’ state” is not 
allowed to represent itself because it is already represented by the “socialist” 
regime. One critic of the regime has ascribed China’s rapid development to 
a “low human rights” regime.19 Domestic accumulation has been achieved 
through the conversion of land into capital, in the process releasing huge 
amounts of cheap and controlled labour-power that then was put to use in the 
construction of cities, infrastructure projects, and industries. This labouring 
population also provided the workers and large numbers of women in export 
production financed by foreign and domestic capital that would make China 
into the “factory of the world”, and a major depository of global capital.20 
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The PRC is an outstanding example of the private appropriation of 
public resources that David Harvey has described as “accumulation by 
dispossession”.21 The Party’s claims to be the public has grown less con-
vincing over the years with increasing evidence of the private disposal of 
the country’s wealth through party control of the economy. The new Chinese 
economic elite working through or with the Party does not differ much from 
its counterparts elsewhere in the unprecedented accumulation of wealth in the 
hands of a small minority of the population. The “blood-line” faction which 
has received much attention recently in connection with the Bo Xilai affair, 
and the prospective Party Chairman, Xi Jinping 习近平, goes so far as to 
claim special privileges for descendants of revolutionary party leaders that 
smacks of a new aristocratic formation in the making. 

Rapid economic development has created an urban middle class that 
may be proof of developmental success. The regime can also boast that for 
all the problems of development, it has managed successfully to feed its huge 
population. But these successes barely disguise the lop-sidedness of the PRC’s 
development which is obviously a matter of great concern to the leadership 
itself. Commanding the second largest economy in the world, the PRC 
nevertheless ranks among the world’s poorest countries in terms of per capita 
GDP. Most of the wealth is concentrated in the hands of the top 20 per cent 
of the population, but especially the top one per cent.22 The rural population 
which is still the majority languishes as agriculture is commercialized, with 
increasing participation from agribusiness. In the meantime, the population 
is being crammed into “megacities” beset with problems of pollution, 
traffic, and the yet unpredictable toll on the population of life under such 
circumstances. The working population is still subject to abuse at the hands 
of domestic and foreign corporations. Workers fight back, needless to say, and 
the second generation of peasant-workers are less amenable to exploitation 
and prejudice than their parents.23 Much of the repressive apparatus of the 
state is directed to keeping under control, with violence if necessary, protests 
against inequality, exploitation, unjust plunder of public resources, rights to 
land in particular, and environmental pollution. State terrorism against these 
protests includes incarceration, torture and outright murder of their leaders, 
with similar treatment meted out to intellectuals and lawyers who throw in 
their lot with popular protests. Little wonder, as the Communist Party is no 
longer just a political but also an economic class which has a direct interest 
in the accumulation of capital. It has so far been more successful than its 
predecessors in the twentieth century in convincing the population that its 
interests are also the national interest, but how long it can do so is anybody’s 
case. One of the particularities of the PRC is that the organizational apparatus 
that has enabled its development is equally efficient as an instrument of 
repression so long as it retains its coherence, which it has done successfully so 
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far through the distribution of economic rewards and privileges throughout the 
organization. We should remember that the Communist Party and its auxiliary 
organizations make up around 20 per cent of the population.24

Viewed through the prism of the primitive accumulation of capital within 
the context of global capitalism, the PRC’s developmental trajectory invites 
a more sociological approach to questions of social protest and political 
repression. We may ask, for instance, whether in the expropriation of land 
rights, the concentration of wealth, the exploitation and mistreatment of 
labour, immense class, gender, ethnic and racial differences, and violent 
suppression of challenges to the status quo, the contemporary PRC might 
compare favourably with the United States in the second half of the 19th 
century – without even referring to civil war and the colonial abjection of the 
native population? How does the PRC compare in these regards with other 
contemporary societies embarked on “primitive accumulation,” from Brazil 
and South Africa, to Turkey, Russia and India? Is the excessive preoccupation 
with repression in the PRC a function not of its record as such as it is of the 
greater visibility it has acquired on the world scene by virtue of successful 
economic development? On the other hand, this comparison also raises the 
question of whether or not the PRC may be able to follow the same trajectory 
as the United States earlier moving toward a more egalitarian and just society 
once done with the business of “primitive accumulation?” If that was possible 
at an earlier time, is it still possible under conditions of global capitalism?

We are not likely anytime soon to see headlines such as “The Chinese 
are using a more spare version of our tactics in eliminating the Indians”, or 
“Chinese torture internal dissidents while the US concentrates mainly on 
foreign terrorists”, or “Inequality and corruption in China reach US levels”, 
or yet still, “Is the US moving toward authoritarian capitalism?” Professional 
codes and ideological blinders combine to drive away any such temptation. 

The point of such questions is not to abolish distinctions between 
democratic capitalist societies and an authoritarian capitalism directed 
by an all-powerful party-state that is also heir to revolutionary repression 
now placed in the service of a new status quo. Nor is it to absolve Chinese 
political leaders of their responsibility for abuses of the citizenry, or to deny 
China’s particular historical legacies. It is rather to point to the broader social 
and historical context of individual or regime responsibility, and to relocate 
problems of repression and protest in the structural dynamics of China’s 
development. It is also to suggest that given the structural links between 
contemporary societies and the common political, economic and cultural 
forces that shape their actions, comparable tendencies may be observed 
globally, subject to local variation due to differences in historical legacies, 
social alignments, and political and ideological dispositions in different 
societies. If China is having problems with democracy, inequality, political 
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legitimacy, transgressions against citizens’ human rights, etc., so is the rest of 
the globe, including those who would claim universal values for their own.25 
Differences in the magnitude of the problems and the means and capacity to 
deal with them should not be allowed to disguise these commonalities. The 
recognition of commonality also calls for a more complicated understanding 
of responsibility for these problems, which may appear in different guises in 
different societies but also articulate the contradictions of a global capitalism 
to which no outside exists except in its interior. 

It is not possible to delve further into these questions here. But in 
general they cast the question of social conflict and repression in the PRC 
in a different light than when it is viewed in isolation. The first question 
may seem irrelevant in the contemporary world, but it is at least a caution 
against over-zealous self-righteousness in condemnations of the PRC. As for 
the other questions that are more contemporary in their presuppositions, it 
seems that the PRC’s problems are shared to varying degrees in comparable 
societies, even though they find different outlets of expression depending on 
the openness of each political system to popular political participation. None 
matches the efficient ruthlessness of development in the PRC with power 
concentrated in the hands of the Communist Party. The speedy development 
for which the PRC is justly admired was made possible by the equally speedy 
exploitation of natural and social resources, which in its rapidity and deep 
social consequences has attracted attention globally. But the concentration of 
wealth in ever fewer hands, increasing inequality, the impoverishment of the 
middle strata of society, increased use of surveillance and outright disregard 
for previously recognized rights, and the effective disenfranchisement of 
populations are pervasive phenomena of global neoliberal capitalism not only 
in developing countries but developed ones as well. 

This context has a bearing on the future direction of the PRC as well. 
Whether or not the PRC will follow the example of developed countries in 
gradually overcoming the adverse social and ecological consequences of 
“primitive accumulation”, achieved with unprecedented rapidity. This might 
have seemed possible in an earlier time when the teleology of modernization 
was still plausible. It seems much less certain within the context of a global 
capitalism when the so-called developed countries are in retreat from a century 
of achievements in social welfare and justice, as well as a range of citizenship 
rights. There has been some redistribution of wealth globally, but what has 
resulted is a far cry from the promise in modernization discourse of one big 
“middle class” around the world, with attendant progress in institutions that 
guarantee social justice and democracy. 

In such an environment, there are no clear guides to the future, which 
finds expression presently in claims to “alternative modernities”, more often 
than not based on modernized cultural claims that seek to roll back ideas of 
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social justice and democratic rights as they have been understood for two 
centuries under the regime of Euromodernity. There may be the promise here 
of a more cosmopolitan understanding of these ideas. It seems that more often 
than not, cultural claims serve as excuses for the perpetuation of authoritarian 
systems that accord with the interests of their hegemonic constituencies while 
denying to the people at large the political rights indispensable to the defense 
of their civil and social rights. This, too, has become a pervasive phenomenon 
of the contemporary world. 

In other words, within the contemporary global system characterized 
by the concentration of wealth, the increased restriction of civil and social 
rights, cultural nationalist fragmentation, there is little reason for the leaders 
of the PRC to modify the repressiveness of the regime, except to correct the 
contradictions that obstruct further development.26 The apparent regression in 
the so-called advanced countries may serve as a negative example, a warning 
not to follow in their wake. Indeed, ideas of “the China model” or “the Beijing 
Consensus” that have attracted quite a bit of attention in global corporate 
circles and many governments suggest an envy for the authoritarian efficiency 
of the Chinese Party-state, ready to part with citizens’ and human rights 
as obstacles to the efficient conduct of business. Similarly, in the name of 
closer cultural and economic relations with the PRC, educational institutions 
around the world (the majority in the US) have invited into their midst the 
so-called Confucius Institutes where behind the façade of the Hanban 汉
办 the Wizard of OZ resides in the Central Propaganda Department. It is 
remarkable that the many China specialists involved in these institutions 
should not wonder publicly why these institutes are named after a revered 
cultural and philosophical icon who remains suspect at home! Whatever the 
criticisms thrown at them from certain quarters, the PRC leadership has every 
reason to find vindication of its policies and legitimation of its developmental 
trajectory in its fetishization as a model, and the ready acquiescence of cultural 
institutions abroad with its propaganda goals. 

 

5. A Socialist Regime?

At the root of problems of protest and repression is the frenetic development 
policies of the regime driven by multiple goals of advancing the power and 
standing of the nation, a genuine need to improve the lot of all Chinese, the 
interests of the Party-economic elite, popular demands of a moneyed class 
for more of the same, and global investors urging it on, not necessarily in 
that order. For all the talk about social reform and environmental regulation, 
cadres are evaluated for their economic performance, reinforcing local urges 
to plunder. Those closer to the centre seem to have accumulated enormous 
wealth, usually through family members with falsified names.27 There is likely 
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little distinction in the minds of this ruling class between its class interests and 
the interests of the nation and the population.

If we shift attention from high-profile intellectuals to the people at large, 
most protest in numbers and magnitude in the PRC come from the people 
at large, even without including the minority peoples. These protests also 
draw in intellectuals as supporters or sympathizers and activist lawyers, as 
is evidenced in the cases Ai Weiwei and Chen Guangcheng, to mention only 
recent two that have made the headlines. The plight of the people inspired 
the recent Chongqing experiment, which also has revealed deep divisions 
within the Party on the best way to address it. The experiment has ended in 
failure due to a number of reasons, from personal failure, its own internal 
contradictions, and counter-pressures from neo-liberal forces in the Party. 
Despite the defeat, its revival of revolutionary themes should not be dismissed 
lightly. The Wukan case is another example, when the locals carried out a 
successful struggle against the expropriation of their land, at a location that 
nearly ninety years earlier had been home to China’s first Soviet government. 
More recently, popular protest against environmental pollution has won 
victories in a number of locations.28 

These protests are against the injustices that have accompanied “develop-
ment”. The distinguished sociologist Sun Liping 孙立平 has noted that of 
the estimated 180,000 grassroots protests of various magnitude that took 
place in 2011, sixty-five per cent had to do with land issues.29 That does not 
mean that other issues are irrelevant. Strikes and other forms of protest have 
gained ground for urban labourers, and environmental protest is an ongoing 
presence. There have been protests against privilege, provoked by abusive 
and criminal behaviour on the part of the elite.30 Despite some progress, 
however, the state still responds to these protests with repression.31 In the 
meantime, the returns from development are concentrated in the hands of a 
small elite serviced by mostly foreign purveyors of luxury living, with foreign 
passports ready in hand in case development runs into trouble. Corruption 
oils the wheels of development. 

It is important to call upon the PRC regime to respect human and 
citizens’ rights, and live up to its own laws. It is even more important to 
recognize that at the most fundamental social level, such calls are bound to 
be limited in effectiveness. What breeds state lawlessness and repression 
is not just the greed and corruption of individuals but the imperatives of 
development, or more accurately, a developmentalism that is oblivious to 
social and environmental costs so long as it contributes to national power 
and the class interests of the Party-state elites.32 It is also at this level that 
China’s problems are inextricably entangled in global processes. To global 
corporations that benefit directly or indirectly from China’s development the 
welfare of the Chinese population is at best a secondary concern. Educational 
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institutions that increasingly behave as corporate enterprises appear quite 
satisfied to serve as fronts for Chinese propaganda so long as it brings with it 
possibilities of campus expansion, increased student enrolments, and perhaps 
business connections. And last, but not least, consumers around the world 
who must share in the responsibility for the social and environmental havoc 
that the PRC’s development has wrought.33 Developmentalism itself is not 
a Chinese peculiarity but an ideological driving force of global capitalism. 
The accumulation of wealth and power in the hands of a small elite is not 
just a Chinese but a global problem, cutting across distinction of advanced/
developing/and yet-to-develop societies. What distinguishes the PRC is the 
ruthless efficiency to achieve the speed with which it has been able to pursue 
development in the absence of democratic obstacles that have tempered the 
same tendencies in other “developing” societies. The ruthless elimination 
of popular opposition to its developmental policies is one of the foremost 
characteristics of “the China model” that has earned the PRC widespread 
admiration in corporate circles. To cite one recent example by the prominent 
US neo-liberal, Francis Fukuyama,

The most important strength of the Chinese political system is its ability to 
make large, complex decisions quickly, and to make them relatively well, at 
least in economic policy. This is most evident in the area of infrastructure, 
where China has put into place airports, dams, high-speed rail, water and 
electricity systems to feed its growing industrial base. Contrast this with 
[democratic] India, where every new investment is subject to blockage by 
trade unions, lobby groups, peasant associations and courts … Nonetheless, 
the quality of Chinese government is higher than in Russia, Iran, or the other 
authoritarian regimes with which it is often lumped – precisely because 
Chinese rulers feel some degree of accountability towards their population. 
That accountability is not, of course, procedural; the authority of the Chinese 
Communist party is limited neither by a rule of law nor by democratic 
elections. But while its leaders limit public criticism, they do try to stay on 
top of popular discontents, and shift policy in response.34 

What sustains the increasingly untenable political structure in the PRC is 
not just the resilience of the system put in place by the revolution but global 
capital that has come to have a large stake in this system.35 If spokespeople 
for global capital are critical of the Chinese system, it is not because of its 
authoritarianism but because of its resistance to further opening its doors to 
capital (the Chinese, interestingly, also complain of reverse discrimination 
against their transnational corporations, which also happen to be owned by 
the state, further complicating matters). These corporations, including the 
universities that have become stakeholders in the Chinese economy or hope 
to do so, no doubt argue that more intense engagement will bring greater 
democracy and human rights China – for which there is scarce evidence in the 
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increasing vulnerability of human and citizens’ rights in their home countries 
in Europe and North America in which corporations and the business conquest 
of higher education are important players.36 

China needs a systemic shift, to be sure, but not of the kind proposed 
by global capital which in its accumulation of economic and political power 
has created the global class divisions that is at the source of these problems 
in China and elsewhere. The sociologist Sun Liping and his research team 
conclude that the concentration of economic and political power in the hands 
of the Party-state is responsible for the most fundamental ills of society, and 
is increasingly incapacitated by its interests in the system to do anything about 
the crisis.37 This situation, too, has parallels elsewhere in the world. It should 
come as no surprise to those involved in “the Arab Spring” of 2011, and 
the global Occupy movements that have been going on for over a year now 
without any foreseeable resolution of the problems that gave rise to them. 

What Sun calls “social” or “political” decay is also characteristic of the 
current global situation in other major world economies. While different 
political and cultural legacies guide the trajectories of dissent and repression, 
societies globally are torn with class inequalities that the entrenched political 
and ideological orthodoxy refuses to acknowledge, a first step in the search 
for alternatives. In this regard there is little difference between a United States 
where party politics no longer expresses a democratic will but has become a 
mask covering the betrayal of democracy and popular welfare in the service 
of corporate and financial interests, and a PRC where socialism no longer 
serves as a guide to creating a different kind of society but instead serves as 
a cover for an authoritarian corporate capitalism. Contrary to apologists for 
authoritarian politics, the struggles over power and policy in the Communist 
Party do not seem to be any the less contentious in its power and policy 
politics than the cantankerous multi-party conflicts in the US.38 It is no doubt 
important that in an open society it is easier to bring problems out into the 
open if solutions are to be found, but so far immobility seems to characterize 
politics around the world as if there is a common reluctance to recognize 
the problems created by neoliberal globalization. It is not, therefore, very 
convincing that further opening China’s doors to global capital will resolve 
the problems it faces. What is needed is another kind of change that shifts 
the focus from development that benefits global corporations and the global 
ruling class that controls them to a kind of development that can meet popular 
needs for welfare and justice and is attentive to ecological consequences – not 
in words but deeds. 

Whether or not things fall apart before they take a turn for the better 
remains to be seen in China as elsewhere. The fact that the Chongqing 
experiment failed due to apparently personal and institutional reasons should 
not blind us to its larger significance: the continued importance of the 
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revolutionary past as a resource for solving contemporary problems. It is true 
that those resources have been compromised by their disastrous consequences 
in the past. But they retain considerable power in invoking a century of 
revolutionary quest for social justice and political sovereignty for the people 
at large that is yet to be fulfilled. The imagination of such a future presupposes 
breaking with an official vision that is postponed to a future so remote that it 
is meaningless. What makes a vision politically relevant is its immanence.

Is this a possibility in present-day China? Perhaps. Intensified repression 
over the past year has done little to stem protest activity which would seem 
to be on the rise, emboldened by a series of popular victories one after 
another in Wukan, Dalian 大连, and most recently, Shifang 什邡 and Qidong 
启东.39 But the obstacles are formidable. For the time being, the Chinese 
leadership has decided on suppression of dissent rather than pursue any 
radical shift in direction despite its recognition of deep-seated problems. 
Social and political “decay”, Sun Liping et al. suggest, is a major source of 
indecision. The ruling class, with an efficient organization at its disposal, is 
resistant to change. Among the population at large, there is a considerable 
constituency that is satisfied with the system of which it is the product. For 
those who may not be happy with their lot, the promise of national progress 
and power is nevertheless a powerful substitute for personal fortunes, as 
likely to serve state purposes as to engage in social resistance to the state. 
Where issues of national sovereignty are concerned, popular nationalism 
is often more militant than that of the state. Indeed, recent cases where 
the word “traitor” has been bandied about suggest a readiness to foment a 
xenophobic nationalism against protests that draw upon “foreign” inspiration. 
The cultural nationalism that has been on the rise since the late 1980s has all 
the militant fervour of Mao-era nationalism against imperialism and global 
class divisions, but is directed now at cultural defiance of Euromodernity, 
stressing the particularity of Chinese identity even as China becomes an 
integral part of contemporary global capitalism and “Chinese culture” is 
dissolved into a consumer culture. For the left, it represents an effort to find 
an autonomous path of development. It is also a fertile breeding ground for 
xenophobic nativism. 

Here, too, the PRC is at one with the world of global modernity which 
is the product of a fundamental contradiction between the globalization of 
capitalist modernity and the resurgence of cultural nationalism. One immediate 
consequence is the closer policing of culture, and those involved in cultural 
production. Cultural fragmentation also serves as an excuse for intensifying 
surveillance and police control in society, which are then extended across the 
breadth of society to turn into norms of everyday life. In the case of the PRC, 
there has been an intensification over the last two-three years of already quite 
intense practices (by world standards) of surveillance and repression. 
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One thing would seem to be certain: China’s problems are the world’s 
problems, and the world’s problems are China’s problems. Only if criticism 
takes this into account can it hope to point to solutions that go beyond surface 
phenomena to their systemic sources. Freedom and democracy are most 
important in opening the gates to exploration of problems of development and 
possible alternatives to global modernity.
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