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Introduction



1

POLITICS, SCHOLARSHIP, AND
CHINESE SOCIALISM

Arif Dirlik and Meisner Maurice

In the years since the death of Mao Zedong and the ascendancy of Deng
Xiaoping, China’s modern social and economic development has undergone
a dramatic transformation. The Mao era in the history of the People’s
Republic, however one wishes to assess its successes and failures, was
distinguished by a historically unique attempt to bring about a socialist
transformation of China’s society and the consciousness of its people in
ways that defied accepted political and ideological norms in capitalist and
established socialist states alike, thereby earning the wrath of both the
United States and the Soviet Union. China under Deng Xiaoping, by
contrast, has pursued modernization through quasi-capitalist means while
seeking to incorporate the People’s Republic into the existing world order in
a manner acceptable to both Russia and America. Both the internal and
external policies of Mao’s successors have been so accommodating of
capitalism that they have raised questions not only about the future of
socialism in China but also about the legitimacy of the revolution that
brought the Chinese Communists to power in the first place, a revolution
which the present regime continues to claim as its legacy.

No less striking than the changes that have taken place in post-Mao
China has been the transformation of Western (and especially American)
perceptions of the People’s Republic. The country that not long ago was
seen by some as a revolutionary model for the world, and condemned by
others as a revolutionary menace to the world, is now almost universally
praised for its “pragmatic” leadership and its reformist policies. While there



may well be a great deal in the history of post-Mao China deserving of
praise, one suspects that the current American celebration of China is
dictated as much by immediate political, economic, and cultural interests as
by actual developments in Chinese society. For this is not the first time that
there has been a sudden wholesale turnabout in American attitudes toward
China. It might be recalled that when Henry Kissinger and Richard Nixon
visited Zhou Ejilai and Mao Zedong in 1971-72, more than two decades of
relentless American hostility to the Chinese revolution quickly turned into
enthusiastic admiration as liberals and even some conservative observers,
now finally able to visit China, joined radicals in praising the country’s
achievements under Mao Zedong’s leadership.'

Following Mao’s death in 1976, the subsequent ascendancy of Deng
Xiaoping, and the Chinese repudiation of the Cultural Revolution, this
enthusiasm evaporated as rapidly as it had materialized. American applause
for China was now transferred to Mao’s successors, while Mao Zedong and
the Cultural Revolution once again became objects of ideological
vilification, as had been the custom prior to 1971. Since 1978, many long-
time celebrants of Mao and the Cultural Revolution have joined in the
general indictment of “Maoist totalitarianism” and political “madness.” If
Mao’s successors come under criticism nowadays, it is usually for not
abandoning their revolutionary legacy with sufficient rapidity.

One of the casualties of these fluctuations in perception and opinion has
been our ability to discuss intelligently the more critical issues posed by the
history of the People’s Republic, especially the issue of socialism. That
history, complex enough in itself, has been rendered opaque to
understanding by interpretations that are molded more by the political
events of the day than by any critical historical consciousness. Stanley
Karnow, discussing media reports on China, has attributed this fickleness to
the media’s characteristically “short span of attention.”” That may be only
part of the problem, however. With its recent “reopening” to the world,
China has once again become an object of consumption for a public with an
apparently voracious appetite for things Chinese, and a stage for the
enactment of age-old American fantasies. Ironically, a decade-long effort by
the radical Cultural Revolution regime to close out the world seems to have
whetted the American appetite for possessing China.’ It is disturbingly
uncertain, however, that this appetite testifies either to a lasting concern or
to a patience for understanding China beyond its own consumptive



interests; indeed, more often than not, many Americans evaluate
developments in Chinese socialism for their implications for the United
States rather than for China. Businessmen who seek trade or investments in
China, aficionados of Chinese culture seeking to recreate a romanticized
past that exists only in their imaginations, and even the casual tourist in
search of new frontiers all present us with evaluations and interpretations
that are bound not merely by a “short span of attention” but by a brief and
ideologically limited interest in China. Not surprisingly, with Chinese
society itself in a confusing state of ideological flux, each group readily
finds Chinese witnesses to testify to the particular interests and prejudices it
brings to its own testimonial on China. And for a curious but historically
naive public, increasing numbers of Chinese visitors to the United States
(self- or officially selected, if not directly selected by American recruiters)
serve as authoritative judges on the past, present, and future of China, their
particular desires taken as the Chinese national will. We are, it seems, in the
midst of a late twentieth century Chinoiserie!

We will shortly discuss the ideological problems that are implicit in this
desire to appropriate China. We may note here that the problem of ideology
is complicated by the intellectual and emotional pitfalls to understanding
presented by the sudden intensification of direct contact between Americans
and Chinese after three decades of mutual isolation. While access to China
has created fresh opportunities for understanding Chinese society in ways
possible only through direct involvement in its everyday life, face-to-face
contact i1s not as unproblematic as it may seem where broader issues of
Chinese socialism are concerned. To the extent that the immediate
experience of China is informed by a grasp of the historical and social
context of which contemporary China is a product, as well as critical self-
reflection on the ideological roots and implications of interpretation, its
consequences are salutary for it enables us to reformulate the issues of
Chinese socialism with a concreteness that was not possible earlier.

It is another matter, however, when the immediate experience of Chinese
society becomes the basis for interpreting long-term issues that are beyond
its compass; so that rather than add to a historical perspective, the
problematic of personal encounters is substituted for a historical
problematic. The result is to subject our understanding of Chinese socialism
as a historical problem to spatially and temporally (not to say ideologically)
limited interpretive tropisms—which nevertheless carry immense emotive



power because of the immediacy of the experiences that invoke them.
Rather than broaden understanding, these tropisms reduce the historical to
the personal, and dissemble in a nonproblematic simplicity issues in which
are embedded complex problems of a century of revolution.? In a cultural
environment that privileges immediate experience over reflective memory,
this is a problem in any case. Where China is concerned, it may be the very
sense of the remoteness of Chinese society, mystifying in its alienness, that
ironically bestows upon the direct experience of things Chinese an
epistemologi-cal status that such experience does not command in more
familiar contexts, where we have a keener sense of what we know and do
not know, and a framework within which to judge the general relevance of
personal experience. To be fair, revolution and mutual isolation have
reinforced this tendency to privilege immediate experience, which has
already begun to subside with the ever broader opening of Chinese doors
and the decline in China’s exotic appeal. Nevertheless, the mystifying
alienness of Chinese society continues to invite ideological mystification
with more than ordinary ease. Rather than provoke challenge, ideological
mystification merely confirms the mysteriousness and adds to an
“orientalist” lore of China in which truths and half-truths blend with
ideology and fantasy. Remarkably, the discursive power of this lore is such
that three decades of scholarly self-examination, which has revealed the
vulnerability of American views of China to its power, have been of little
consequence in counteracting it.’

What is at issue here is not expert versus nonexpert knowledge or
interpretation. As Harold Isaacs cogently demonstrated in his Scratches on
Our Minds a generation ago, expert interpretations of China may be only
slightly more immune to the intrusion of ideology and fantasy when it
comes to metahistorical questions presented by Chinese society. If experts
are to be distinguished, it is because they have a greater obligation than
nonexperts to bring to their work a critical awareness of alternative
interpretations as well as the ideological self-awareness that comes with the
recognition that multiple interpretive possibilities exist. What is absent from
much of the discussion on China today, expert or nonexpert, is a sense of a
problematic of Chinese socialism and its historical context, which must
provide the framework for all evaluation of current developments in
Chinese society. Instead, as Chinese socialism seeks to break with its past,
experts seem to be engaged in a hasty effort to suppress the historical



problematic that earlier informed interpretation, and with it Chinese
socialism as a historical problem.

Thus, one of the distressing features of China scholarship in the United
States today is the dissolving of expert interpretation into general public
opinion. The distance between China specialists and various social interests
has narrowed dramatically in recent years as academics strive to reach a
broader public, and as government, business, public media, and even tourist
organizations call upon academics to legitimate (and sometimes operate)
their various enterprises. With the closing of the gap between academic
knowledge and political-economic interests, the politicization of the study
of China, while hardly a new phenomenon, has reached disturbing
proportions. Experts, whose claims to interpretive superiority must be based
upon their ability to achieve some distance from what they seek to
understand, seem today to be at the sway of everyday events in which they
strive to be participants.

This 1s not a plea for rarefied scholarship. To the extent that expert
knowledge is absorbed into the hegemonic ideology of its social and
political environment (to which studies of China and of the Third World in
general have long been particularly vulnerable), what suffers is not just
abstract scholarship but the responsibility of the expert to serve as a public
resource for nonhegemonic understanding.

Academic China specialists, moreover, have taken the lead in the
wholesale “reevaluation” of Maoist China, often repeating in substance if
not in terminology the pronouncements of the new leadership in Beijing.
Some who were once among the more uncritical admirers of Mao Zedong
and the Cultural Revolution have reincarnated themselves in recent years as
the foremost detractors of both—but without offering plausible explanations
for the drastic and sudden changes in their views. A tacit self-censorship in
academic and journalistic circles makes it almost impossible to discuss
seriously the meaning of the changes that have taken place in post-Mao
China, and especially their implications for what once was hailed as China’s
“transition to socialism.”® Indeed, since 1978, the history of socialism in
China has been subjected to a process of systematic “forgetting” by Western
scholars who seek to relegate to the proverbial “dustbin of history”
memories of a revolution of which the present-day People’s Republic is the
product. The dominant ideological orientation of the day is all the more
powerful because its negative assessments of socialism in China (or, more



precisely, of the Chinese striving for socialism) are not offered in explicit
arguments or by systematic analyses that bring up concrete issues for
discussion and debate, but rather find expression in a general orientation
that is more a “structure of sentiment” (in Raymond Williams’ term) than
one of ideas. This “structure of sentiment” consists of an allegation here and
a suggestion there and takes hold of our consciousness all the more easily
because it is imperceptible in its diffuseness.” From television screens to
academic conferences, Chinese socialism past and present is condemned
through “word politics,” through the use of rhetorical devices that suggest
that the history of socialism in China has been little more than a story of
impractical, Utopian dreams born from conditions of backwardness, in turn
giving birth to a morally degenerate system of “feudal-fascism.” There is no
shortage of Chinese witnesses to testify in support of this evaluation, which
adds an aura of authenticity to its claims and sentimental power to its
allegations.

Karl Marx once observed that “the philosophers have only interpreted the
world ... the point, however, is to change it.” For foreigners concerned with
China, we believe the opposite 1s what is now needed: with so many today
engaged in efforts to change China, it 1s perhaps wise to stand back a bit
and attempt to understand the meaning of the recent transformations in the
theory and practice of Chinese socialism.

This is the goal shared by the contributors to this volume. We hope to
clarify some of the critical issues raised by the changes that have taken
place in the post-Mao era, especially as they bear on the prospects for
socialism in China. We seek to consider the implications for Chinese
socialism of the repudiation of the Cultural Revolution and the legacy of
Mao Zedong, and the meaning of the new definition and direction Mao’s
successors have given to socialism. The concern is with issues of broad
historical and theoretical import rather than a specific time period or a
detailed examination of the political and economic changes that have
brought these issues to our attention. Similarly, the themes that are pursued
have been selected not because they are topical or of practical utility but
rather out of consideration for conceptual coherence within a socialist
problematic. We have sought to direct the various inquiries in a twofold
direction: the meaning of socialism for China, and the meaning of Chinese
socialism for socialism as a global phenomenon—*“meaning” not in some
abstract sense but rather as it is constituted in the process of political and



ideological activity that expresses and defines social relationships within
China as well as China’s relationship to the world.

This common goal presupposes the shared premise that we need to take
socialism seriously, both as an attribute of Chinese politics and in our
conceptualization of politics globally. The authors of the essays in this
volume bring quite different political and interpretive orientations to the
problems of Chinese socialism, but they all recognize the important role
socialism has played in the making of modern Chinese history and the
shaping of contemporary Chinese society. They view socialism as a crucial
component of present-day Chinese social and intellectual life, and they are
aware of the possibly adverse consequences that would follow a total
Chinese abandonment of socialist values and goals.

This by no means implies that the Chinese Communists, either in the
Maoist or post-Mao era, have been successful in achieving the socialist
goals they have professed, or that socialism as China’s leaders have
conceived and practiced it (now or earlier) has been an unmixed blessing
for the Chinese people. On the contrary, the discussions that follow, while
appreciating the contributions socialism has made to China’s development,
are critical of the forms that Chinese socialism has taken and recognize that
these distorted forms have contributed to the increasing elusiveness of
socialism as a political concept, thereby rendering the future of socialism
more uncertain than ever, not only in China but in the world as a whole. But
this, rather than serving as a reason to dismiss socialism, provides an
occasion for reconsidering its premises and aspirations. Arbitrary
interpretations of socialism designed to suit changing political needs have
long contributed to undermining it as a viable political theory. But a serious
confrontation with socialism’s problems and distortions may serve to recall
its genuine historical significance and recover the promise of its social
vision, a vision that dynamized a century of revolution in China.

Certainly, one of the major obstacles to fulfilling that task is our image of
the Cultural Revolution, an event that has dominated our consciousness of
Chinese socialism (although in different ways) since the mid-1960s. This is
obviously not the place to discuss the Cultural Revolution, whose history
has yet to be written. And we have no desire to defend a movement that,
whatever the original intentions of its authors, brought such enormous
psychic and physical damage to society, imposed an arbitrary despotism on
the Chinese people, victimizing friend and foe of the revolution alike, and



served to discredit socialism in the process. But a few words need to be said
about the role of politics and ideology in our changing perceptions of the
Cultural Revolution, and the implications of those changes for our
understanding of the history of socialism in China.

It is difficult to recall today that not so long ago the Cultural Revolution
was widely praised as an innovative and revitalizing socialist solution for
China’s problems, that it rejuvenated socialist movements around the world,
and that even many conservative and liberal Western commentators ranging
from Joseph Alsop to John K. Galbraith expressed admiration for aspects of
the upheaval. Since the official repudiation of the Cultural Revolution by
the post-Mao regime, this praise has given way to wholesale
condemnations. Revelations about the cruelties the Cultural Revolution
inflicted on the Chinese people—"revelations” that should not have been so
revealing since most of the evidence for these cruelties was available from
the outset—have had a sobering effect on the world. The image of the
Cultural Revolution that prevails today is that of an irrational and atavistic
political movement presided over by an aging despot obsessed with
recouping his waning authority, a movement whose lofty ideals served only
to disguise conflicts for power at the top and petty factional struggles
below. The Cultural Revolution is now held responsible for everything from
retarding China’s economic development to destroying public morality,
making tolerable to decent and ordinary people the most intolerable acts of
public and private vindictive-ness. The aberrant behavior it encouraged
brands the Cultural Revolution as a historical aberration. Deprived of its
original aims and ideals, and torn from its historical context of half a
century of revolution, the Cultural Revolution appears as an episode of
political madness, a holocaust carried out merely to fulfill Mao Zedong’s
senile fantasies.

The Cultural Revolution did indeed give rise to most of the evils for
which it is now condemned. A major problem emerges, however, if we
recall and set beside this portrait the earlier, positive image of the Cultural
Revolution that it suppresses. The problem cannot be ignored simply by
declaring that the earlier image was the result of misinformation, erroneous
evaluations, and self-delusion. While a confession of error may be laudable,
it does not address of the question of why so many were able to delude
themselves when there was more than sufficient evidence of irrationality
and destructiveness from the outset of the upheaval. Dismissing the earlier



image as erroneous ignores the need to deal with the reasons why so many
were able to make so great an error, and thereby ignores the question of the
role that ideology and politics play in our understanding of Chinese politics,
then and now. Indeed, the extraordinary contrast between the two
representations of the Cultural Revolution raises questions about both. If
our current dominant image of the Cultural Revolution is valid, then what
do we make of the earlier image, which in its day seemed equally true?
Conversely, if there was any truth to this earlier image, what does it say
about the image that prevails at present? And what meaning do we assign to
this suppression of one representation by the other? Must the repudiation of
the Cultural Revolution for its crimes and stupidities also necessitate the
repudiation of the revolutionary motivations that once endowed it with such
great historical significance?

Such questions suggest problems not merely of evidence but of
interpretation—and how and why certain interpretations prevail over others
at different times. To be sure, there is a question of evidence, not so much
of its sufficiency or veracity but its sources. For many leftist scholars
sympathetic to the People’s Republic, the Cultural Revolution was judged
earlier mainly on the testimony of its proponents and beneficiaries, which
naturally yielded an adulatory picture of its achievements. Today, by
contrast, the dominant image of the Cultural Revolution is based almost
entirely on the evidence of its opponents and victims, which, needless to
say, supports an irredeemably negative evaluation of the movement and its
consequences. In both cases, dissident voices have been largely absent in
providing the evidence on which our evaluations rest. That we have been
willing to base our evaluations on these sources, however, indicates that
what 1s at issue 1s more than evidence. Rather, in both cases, we have
believed what we have heard or seen (or thought we had seen) because we
were willing to do so—a willingness not just with respect to evidence but,
more importantly, with respect to standards of evaluation upon which the
status of evidence ultimately must depend.

What really has changed in recent years is not so much what we know
about the Cultural Revolution as our evaluations of what we know. Earlier,
sympathetic observers were willing to judge the Cultural Revolution by its
own standards and claims, and to ignore or view as marginal what it
suppressed. Hence it was possible, in the name of revolution, to overlook
available evidence of the unjust and brutal treatment of individuals within



and outside the party. The idolization of Mao Zedong seemed excessive but
nonetheless was accepted as well-deserved homage to a great leader. And
the restriction of cultural activity to what the Cultural Revolutionaries
deemed fit for public consumption, while often deplored, was ultimately
justified as necessary to imbue the masses with the proper revolutionary
consciousness. The social and political values the Cultural Revolution
propagated seemed to some precisely what the world needed to abolish the
evils of capitalism and create a new socialist order.® Others, of more
conservative political bent, were less sanguine about the desirability or
universal applicability of these values but nevertheless perceived them to be
quite in keeping with China’s cultural traditions and political needs.’

With the political ascendancy of Deng Xiaoping and the official Chinese
condemnation of “the ten lost years,” almost overnight many came to see
the Cultural Revolution in a new light—a light that was “new” only for its
one-time celebrants, for there had been no shortage of conservative and
other critics of the Cultural Revolution all along.'” Prominent in the new
critique is an almost voyeuristic preoccupation with the sufferings of
individuals, especially intellectuals, who, once viewed by some as
beneficiaries of revolutionary reeducation, now are seen as the principal
victims of a holocaust. The cult of Mao Zedong now appears as proof of the
persistence of the traditions of oriental despotism or a manifestation of
feudal-fascism. Collectivistic and egalitarian values, which formerly were
hailed as the source of Chinese success in development, thereby qualifying
the People’s Republic for worldwide socialist leadership, have become
explanations for the almost hopeless backwardness of Chinese society. The
most successful historical example of socialism in the world has suddenly
turned into one of the greatest aberrations in modern history.

It may not be surprising that students and observers of a revolutionary
society should, in their evaluations, be at the mercy of changes in the
fortunes of revolution, for revolutions invoke in their witnesses both the
greatest of hopes and the greatest of horrors. Awareness of this
predicament, however, should serve as an occasion for greater
circumspection, rather than a hasty exchange of one view for another, an
importunate forgetting of the gullibility of yesterday which only may hasten
escape into another gullibility. If we are so readily willing to renounce the
credibility of our former convictions, how can we be sure that our present



convictions are not equally at the mercy of newly acquired political and
ideological prejudices?

One of the problems with contemporary criticism of the Cultural
Revolution is not that it is unjustified or unduly harsh but rather that it
ignores the critical political and historical issues the Cultural Revolution
raised, and likewise ignores the real social problems that the history of the
movement revealed. Implicitly or explicitly, the Cultural Revolution is now
subjected to criticism from the very ideological perspectives that were once
the object of its ideological critique. Fear of being tarred with a Maoist
brush no doubt discourages some from reviving these issues for serious
discussion, but much of contemporary criticism has its own ideological
motivations. Indeed, it might be suggested that the Cultural Revolution is
denounced today for precisely the same reasons it was so widely admired in
earlier days. This creates the impression that there was no political or
historical basis for the Cultural Revolution, that it was, in fact, a historical
aberration. Dismissing the Cultural Revolution in this manner, as an event
that requires no historical explanation, also serves to dismiss the problems
of socialism that the Cultural Revolution attempted to address, problems
and 1ssues that stand condemned by their very association with the Cultural
Revolution, as if they had no independent significance of their own.

While the original aims and goals of the Cultural Revolution were
distorted and betrayed by its leaders, not excluding Mao Zedong, the
abortive movement nonetheless raised issues that are crucial to any socialist
undertaking. Among those issues were a host of problems associated with
the bureaucratization of the postrevolutionary order and the forces fostering
elitism and hierarchy; the sources of these phenomena in the social division
of labor, especially the distinction between mental and manual labor; the
fetishism of development, especially as manifested in ignoring the social
consequences of economic and technological progress; and the threat of
foreign material and ideological hegemony posed by the incorporation of an
economically backward society into the world capitalist system. Mao, for
one, saw these and other problems as structurally interrelated, so that one
opened the way to others with a dialectical inevitability.'" That these were
legitimate issues of concern is suggested by the fact that the post-Mao
regime, despite its wholesale renunciations of the Cultural Revolution,
periodically revives these issues as problems confronting Chinese
socialism. And yet, ironically, both for leaders in Beijing and for foreign



critics of the Cultural Revolution, expressions of concern with these
problems often provoke renewed condemnations of the Cultural Revolution.
It 1s highly ironic that while both media and academics celebrate the
imminent restoration of capitalism in China, they should condemn the
Cultural Revolutionaries for their “paranoiac” fear of such an eventuality.

A further and more serious difficulty with contemporary criticism of the
Cultural Revolution is that for many it provides an occasion for the
wholesale repudiation of the history of the socialist revolution in China and,
along with it, socialism in general. Although the Chinese revolution cannot
be reduced to a mere prelude to the Cultural Revolution, as some were once
inclined to do, it is nevertheless nearly impossible to dismiss the Cultural
Revolution as an historical aberration without casting doubts about the
validity and utility of China’s socialist revolution as a whole. For the values
that the Cultural Revolution proclaimed, and which it sought (albeit
ultimately unsuccessfully) to instill in popular consciousness as a
precondition for socialism, were values deeply rooted in the experience of
the Chinese revolution, especially the protosocialist experiences of the
celebrated Yan’an era."”

That what 1s really at issue today is not just the Cultural Revolution but
Chinese socialism itself is reflected in Western evaluations of the so-called
second revolution of Deng Xiaoping."” The widespread praise lavished on
the post-Mao regime is based on much the same criteria that underlie the
unconditional repudiation of the Cultural Revolution. Indeed, Westerners
tend to admire contemporary China to the extent that it is perceived to have
broken with the Cultural Revolution and its Maoist past, whereas suspicious
eyebrows are raised when it appears that the break may not be as complete
as Western minds desire. Certainly, the criteria by which Western observers
judge the “second revolution” are derived not from the standards of
socialism but from those of capitalism. What is regarded as praiseworthy
about the post-Mao regime is clearly not progress in social welfare and
justice, not greater popular participation in decision making, not greater
equality in the distribution of goods and power, and certainly not any
renewed commitment to a socialist vision of the future. Rather, what is
celebrated is “progress” in privatizing a collectivized economy, the
recognition of the assumed “imperatives” of hierarchical decision making
and economic inequality, the subordination of all social (and certainly all
socialist) considerations to rapid economic development by whatever means



promise the greatest efficiency, the discovery of “the magic of the market,”
the supposed abandonment of ‘“ideological thinking” in favor of
“pragmatism,” and a new Chinese receptivity to Western capitalist culture
and commodities. All the economic successes of post-Mao China, perhaps
prematurely celebrated, are attributed to the adoption of capitalist methods
and techniques, while the economic accomplishments of the Mao period,
without which the current successes might have been impossible, are
ignored or denigrated. Similarly, all difficulties encountered by the Deng
regime are attributed to the evil legacies of Maoism, whereas the possibility
that they may be products of the new policies themselves is rarely
entertained.

The new course pursued by Mao Zedong’s successors is frequently
depicted as a return to the true course of Chinese history, but those who do
so ignore a century-long history of revolution and four generations of
Chinese revolutionaries who believed that China’s modern development
and the welfare of its people could best be served by pursuing a socialist
road that would guarantee national autonomy in a hostile world capitalist
environment. Those who describe the post-Mao course as a “second
revolution” debase the meaning of the term revolution, since they can only
logically mean it to be a “revolution” of capitalism against earlier socialism
that has restored China on its proper historical course, a course from which
socialist endeavors deviated. It is hardly surprising that against this
conception of history, which assumes capitalism to be history’s final
destination, the Cultural Revolution should appear as an aberration—not for
what it did but for the very presumptuousness of its challenge to history.

For most Western observers, the Cultural Revolution serves today as the
occasion for a binary opposition that sets the post-Mao order of things
against the socialism of the Cultural Revolution, and Deng Xiaoping against
Mao Zedong, as the organizing principle of the history of the People’s
Republic.'* This dichotomy, purportedly based on the evidence of history, in
fact provides an interpretive framework that disposes of historical evidence.
Two sequential events in history are placed apart, as ‘history” is
distinguished from “prehistory,” with a nearly absolute ideological division
between them, separating all that is desirable from all that is undesirable.

This dichotomy is sustained by a remarkable reversal of meaning in the
vocabulary that is utilized to describe it. The key word, of course, is
revolution. As noted earlier, the break with the Cultural Revolution is often



called a second revolution that has restored Chinese history to its proper
course. This use of the term “revolution” to denote restoration seems more
than a little misplaced, unless it is seen in the context of the historical
division it is intended to establish. The second revolution confirms the
break with the Cultural Revolution—and it is ultimately desirable not only
because of that but because it is actually “a revolution against the
revolution,” a revolution of order against a revolution that sought to subvert
the course of history. One of the fundamental implications of the notion of a
second revolution is to deny the revolutionariness of the revolution that it is
intended to repudiate, the “first” revolution. The equation of the second
revolution with the restoration of China to what is assumed to be its
appropriate path of development deprives the first revolution of its
historicity and presents it as an historical aberration.

It is thus not surprising that the repudiation of the Cultural Revolution
has been followed by questions about whether China’s socialist revolution
was really necessary, or worth the price China had to pay for it. It is not a
matter of whether such questions are legitimate. Nor is the Chinese
revolution unique in having its legitimacy questioned. All great social
revolutions have been followed by voices questioning their necessity;
indeed, heated debates still rage today about the historical legitimacy of the
English and French revolutions. The point to be made here is that there is an
intimate connection between the legitimacy of the Cultural Revolution and
the legitimacy of China’s socialist revolution as a whole, and that what is at
stake in the issue of the second revolution is not merely a repudiation of the
Cultural Revolution but a break with China’s socialist revolutionary
tradition, perhaps the most heroic revolutionary heritage in our century. The
binary opposition that lies at the heart of present-day Western images of
Chinese socialism is in essence an opposition not between contemporary
socialism and the Cultural Revolution, but between contemporary socialism
(or what now passes for socialism) and its revolutionary past. In
condemning the socialist goals and values that the Cultural Revolution
originally proclaimed, which in no sense is necessary for condemning the
course the upheaval took and what it wrought, there is an implicit
condemnation of the values that were fundamental to China’s socialist
revolution.

[Mlustrative of how criticism of the Cultural Revolution has been extended
to the socialist revolution as a whole are a number of arguments prominent



in recent years among Western scholars and journalists alike. We are told
time and again, for example, that socialism, as a theory with its own
philosophic and historical premises, has been ultimately irrelevant to China,
serving simply as an ideological disguise for a nationalist quest for “wealth
and power.”"> Another pervasive view is that socialism has been responsible
for perpetuating China’s backwardness, even exacerbating it.'° Socialism is
also accused of culpability in the general breakdown of public and private
morality in China."

The message conveyed by these arguments and themes (individually or
as parts of a discourse) is predicated not on selective criticism of one aspect
or another of Chinese socialism but upon a wholesale condemnation of
socialism in Chinese history. It is a message that suggests that the Chinese
revolution was a mistake to the extent that it was socialist, which diverted
China from its proper course of historical development. The problem with
Chinese socialists was not that they made errors but that they took socialism
too seriously, in short, that they were socialists at all.'

Thus, within the space of a few years, widespread admiration for Mao
Zedong’s “road to socialism” has given way to praise for his successors,
who are perceived as having abandoned not only Maoism but socialism in
general. What accounts for this shift in views? What is really surprising is
not currently dominant American attitudes toward Chinese socialism, but
the earlier enthusiasm for it. Much of the radical enthusiasm for the Cultural
Revolution in the 1960s and 1970s was not the product of any consistent
Marxist analysis of socialism and capitalism but rather the product of the
peculiarities of American politics, which led many radicals to look to China
(and the Third World in general) for political inspiration. Stalinist-style
socialism, after all, held little appeal for anyone, and Maoism seemed a
hopeful alternative. Other celebrants of China in the 1970s based their
admiration for Mao and the Cultural Revolution not on Chinese
revolutionary achievements but on their “discovery” in China of the values
they thought the United States had lost. But enthusiasm for China need not
be based on anything very profound. Stanley Karnow has observed that fear
of being denied access to China has discouraged reporters from asking hard
questions.'”” The same might well be said about scholars. The simple fact of
being allowed to visit China (not to mention access to Chinese officials and
dignitaries) is often enough to turn the visitor into an ardent celebrant of



what he or she might see there. The enthusiasm might be justified, but it is
unstable.

Yet the negative attitudes toward Chinese socialism that now prevail are
more in keeping with the traditional mainstream of American views about
the Chinese Communist revolution, more logical in terms of the capitalist
ideological context from which they spring, and easier to explain. That
these negative assessments are reinforced by the current Chinese
ambivalence about socialism endows them with an almost hegemonic
power. They draw additional power and persuasiveness from the dominance
of worldwide conservative tendencies since the mid-1970s, which, in turn,
are themselves nourished by signs of deep problems afflicting socialist
societies, and further reinforced by the growing difficulties confronting
national liberation movements throughout the Third World.

For a quarter of a century the People’s Republic of China posed a grave
challenge both to the world capitalist order and to the status quo of Soviet-
style socialism. Today the much celebrated “integration” of China into the
world market breathes new life into the capitalist system—which,
discussions of socialist economic failures rarely acknowledge, is itself in a
chronic state of crisis—by providing new sources of cheap labor and new
markets for capital and commodities. Perhaps more importantly, the
virtually unqualified admiration Chinese leaders express for capitalist
techniques and methods of development nourishes bourgeois ideological
hegemony around the world by renewing faith in a capitalist system that has
long been unsure of its own future. It is little wonder that the antisocialist
press in the United States seizes the quasi-capitalist “reforms” of Deng
Xiaoping’s China as a harbinger of the demise of socialism in the world.*’

It would be misleading, however, to focus too narrowly on the question
of self-interest and ignore the more fundamental (and opaque) question of
the utopianism that ultimately legitimizes this self-interest: a bourgeois or
capitalist utopianism that portrays the present capitalist organization of the
world as the best of all possible worlds, and projects this present world into
the foreseeable future as the inevitable destiny of humankind, sustained by
an immense faith in the ability of capital to resolve the problems afflicting
the world, including those of its own making.”’ What makes an event such
as the Cultural Revolution seem a so hopelessly mad adventure is its
presumptuous challenge to this Utopian vision which permits no alternative
to its conception of the future. By the same token, contemporary Chinese



socialism, in its return to the stream of history that is prescribed by this
Utopia, appears as a return to sanity.

This confrontation between socialist and capitalist visions of the world is
complicated, however, by an orientation to the question of change in
Chinese history that is embedded in the cultural confrontation between
China and the West in modern history. Our perceptions of Chinese
socialism have long been distorted by a profound inability to take history
seriously where China is concerned, which manifests itself among students
of China and the general public alike in denying the possibility of
significant change in Chinese society despite a century of revolution.
Chinese history appears to be so long, and the burden of the past so
weighty, that the momentum of Chinese society seems to have carried it
unscathed through the ages—and even a historical event of such magnitude
as a revolution appears to have accomplished little more than scratch the
surface of a society hardened into immutability under the weight of its past.
This general cultural orientation finds expression in attenuated and more
subtle but equally significant ways in scholarly studies of China as well.

The orientation is not reserved for China alone. As Johannes Fabian has
argued in Time and the Other, the freezing of other (what today we would
describe as Third World) societies in time has been a basic component of
the Western consciousness of the world since Europe, ironically, embarked
upon the revolutionization of the globe, creating the origins of the modern
world.”” Friedrich Hegel, who played a seminal role in articulating this
aspect of modern historical consciousness, placed China in the “childhood”
of history.”” Karl Marx, Hegel’s disciple, to whose ideas the Chinese
revolution owes its inspiration, referred to China as a society “vegetating in
the teeth of time” and discovered in the Great Wall of China a metaphor for
the universal resistance of non-European societies to change.”* The attitude
was partly a product of the seeming immobility of other societies when
contrasted to the daily revolutionization of European society under modern
capitalist productive forces, partly a rationalization for establishing
European hegemony over societies that, so Europeans thought, were
incapable of change if left on their own. If there is any difference in this
respect where China is concerned, it rests upon the unique ability of
Chinese society to have escaped full-scale colonization and political
disintegration under the European assault, accompanied by an apparent but
not so unique conviction of some Chinese in the immutability of Chinese



culture, which in turn has reinforced Western perceptions of Chinese
history.

This orientation has resurfaced in recent years in the prevailing attitude
toward China of what Raymond Schwab has termed “condescending
veneration,”” a veneration of China for its mystifying antiquity combined
with a condescending attitude toward Chinese resistance (or inability) to
become more like ourselves.® What appears as Chinese resistance to
change, however, may well be a reluctance on our part to recognize change
unless it is the kind of change that follows in our historical footsteps. If
China has yet to “enter the twentieth century,” it is not because China has
not changed, but because these changes have not brought China into our
twentieth century. Denial to China of a place in the twentieth century may
help cover up our complicity in Chinese history by distancing it from our
own history, but in the process it also covers up the most important
phenomena of Chinese history, including the socialist revolution that was
the product not of historical absent-mindedness but of the deepest urges of a
society to gain entry into the stream of history as its subject against forces
that denied to it such entry! Do we celebrate China today because it has
given up the socialist effort, and once again qualifies for our veneration—
and patronage?

The unraveling of Chinese socialism in our day presents students of both
China and socialism (as well as Chinese socialists themselves) with issues
that profoundly challenge our sense of the past, the present, and the future.
The sight of a dying revolution—witnessed for the first time in history on
television screens around the world—Ilends a peculiar sense of urgency and
immediacy to the question of whether the Chinese revolution has yielded
anything more than another tragic betrayal that socialist regimes typically
have visited on society in the name of revolutionary ideals. Deprived of its
ability to inspire hope for the future, the revolution congeals into an image
of “madness,””” which seemingly transforms it from a problem in history to
an aberration outside of history. And socialism, its original ideological
motive force, is similarly transformed into a pathological ideological escape
from present reality.

Questions raised by revolution are not to be ignored, and revolutionaries
inevitably betray their ideals, especially if they ignore the tragic element
inherent in the revolutionary endeavor. The questions are endless. Do the
accomplishments of the revolution justify its human and material costs?



Could those accomplishments have been achieved at less cost? Or without
revolutionary violence? Were there not better ways to seek the same ends?
And what happens to revolutionaries (like all who commit themselves to
what Weber called “the ethic of responsibility”*®) who perforce must
employ immoral means in their search for good ends? Such questions (and
many others) have followed in the wake of all great revolutions, and no
amount of historical research will yield fully satisfactory answers to the
moral dilemmas posed. One can only recall Trevelyan’s words, written in
his famous defense of the accomplishments of the seventeenth-century
English Revolution: “Men were what they were, uninfluenced by the
belated wisdom of posterity, and thus they acted.”” And one might also
remember E. H. Carr’s warning, issued upon completing his monumental
history of Soviet Russia: “The danger is not that we shall draw a veil over
the enormous blots on the record of the Revolution, over the cost in human
suffering, over the crimes committed in its name. The danger is that we
shall be tempted to forget altogether, and to pass over in silence, its
immense achievements.”"

If the moral questions raised by revolution are to serve a purpose other
than as an excuse to reaffirm the social status quo, it is necessary to pursue
those questions to their roots in the dilemmas with which revolutions,
socialist or otherwise, present us—and this demands the recognition
(without apologetics) of the necessity of revolution as the historical
expression of the human aspiration for liberation, and the unavoidably
tragic consequences which ensue when historical circumstances impose
severe limitations on the fulfillment of those aspirations. In the words of
Raymond Williams, “We have ... to see the actual liberation as part of the
same process as the terror; I mean only that they are connected, and that the
connection is tragic.””' If such be the tragic historical case, it is not
ambivalence about revolution but the absolutist denial of ambiguity to its
historical meaning (whether by revolutionaries or their opponents) that may
be morally and intellectually irresponsible.

The socialist revolution in China, with all its moral and historical
ambiguities, stands as one of the most crucial events in modern history, the
product of the most massive and militantly heroic human struggle of the
twentieth century. To dismiss it as a historical aberration is to dismiss the
history of which it was a product and in which it played so central a role.
Indeed, it is to ignore a history that is not just China’s alone but part of the



collective history of the contemporary world, for the fate of Chinese
socialism 1is inexorably bound up with the fate of socialism in modern world
history. Whatever position we may wish to take toward that revolution, it is
impossible to pretend political or ideological innocence in our evaluations,
which inevitably entail a statement on the historical significance of the
foremost revolutionary ideology of our age. If there was indeed tragedy for
the Chinese people in the consequences of China’s socialist revolution, we
must seek to understand that tragedy as one act in the broader tragedy of a
history that called forth that revolution as historical necessity, rather than
obscure the historical issues it raises by denying its historicity. “Forgetting”
may ease the pain of the tragedy by the distance it affords us from its causes
and consequences, but that is only a self-deception that conceals the larger
tragedy, which we can ill-afford to ignore. The purpose of this volume is to
remember and recall the issues posed by Chinese socialism, issues which
should not and cannot be passed over in silence.

Notes

The essays in this volume share a common problematic but otherwise
represent different appreciations of developments in Chinese socialism. The
editors are solely responsible for the views expressed in this introduction.
We are grateful to Mark Selden for his conscientious and constructive
criticism.
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A brief comment is necessary here on the use of the term “revolution” to clarify the authors’
position. As with kindred political terms such as reform and conservatism, revolution is used in
current writing in a short-term, contextual sense to suppress its long-term implications. Hence
questions of reform and conservatism are presented in the abstract, without any explication that they
involve in the long term the confrontation between socialism and capitalism. Reform is desirable, but
it needs to distinguish reforms that are informed by socialist considerations from reforms that simply
imply transforming the existing system, regardless of social and political considerations. Current
usage tacitly assumes reform to be the use of capitalist methods to change socialism and makes this
distinction itself appear to be “conservative.” Likewise, conservatism is divorced from any
connection to a “conservative” philosophy and points to any hesitation over change. Hence anyone
who is serious about socialism, or is hesitant about abandoning the legacy of the revolution, is
immediately dubbed a conservative. As we will explain below, a similar distinction is necessary with
regard to the term “revolution,” which, in current usage, does not specify whether the reference is to
further revolution within socialism or to a break with the revolutionary past. But it does imply the
latter, with the consequence that the “second revolution” appears as a “revolution against the



revolution” and is easily conflated with restoration: a return to a prerevolutionary path of
development. Its meaning is comparable to the use of revolution in, for example, the “Reagan
Revolution.” Capitalism is the hidden agenda in the positive evaluations of reform and the “second
revolution,” which then imply an equivalence between socialism and conservatism of the “first
revolution.”

These distinctions are also necessary to problematize our understanding of developments in
China, the complexities of which are lost when they are bundled together simplistically under these
labels. Advocates of change do not all share a single vision of change; nor are people “conservative”
opponents of change because they oppose some changes. We need to distinguish not only the
different realms of society (politics, economics, culture), but different positions within each realm. It
is well known, for example, that advocates of economic change do not necessarily desire political or
cultural changes. Even in the same realm, there are important differences with regard to the past or
socialism, or social relations in general. To take one realm where the need for change may hardly be
disputed, the realm of literature, the participants in the current literary revolution are informed by
radically different attitudes toward the society around them. We may observe that the literary
revolution in China today (if that is indeed what it is) is a product not of the relaxation in cultural
policy—which is merely its condition—but of experiences of Chinese intellectuals with the Cultural
Revolution, which indeed radicalized them and turned them to radical opposition to the existing
system and its cultural outlook. One of Mao’s goals during the Cultural Revolution was to bring
intellectuals and “people” together. It is possible that he succeeded all too well, but the results were
not what he had anticipated. The discovery of the people’s condition was an element in turning some
intellectuals against the party, and the existing system. Such was the case with Wei Jingsheng and Liu
Binyan. (For the case of Wei, see Roger Garside, Coming Alive: China After Mao [New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1981], pp. 268—69. For Liu, see his “Listen Carefully to the Voice of the People”
[speech at the 1981 Fourth Congress of Chinese Literature and Art Workers], in People or
Monsters?, ed. P. Link [Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1983].) For Liu, for example, the
experience was to enhance his commitment to a socially oriented literature, to expose the ideological
coverup of the condition of the people in “official” literature, and to give voice to the people
themselves. Similar experiences turned other intellectuals to a subjective preoccupation with the self
and have led to the renunciation not just of the party or communism but of social concerns as a
proper concern for literature. Such is the case with the artists and poets of the so-called Mist school.
(For statements on and a selection of works, see Renditions 19/20 [Spring/Autumn 1983]: 181-270.)
We may find parallels to these divergences in the approach to literature in earlier periods of Chinese
history, such as the post-May Fourth period or the period after the suppression of the revolutionary
movement in 1927, in which perspective the current literary revolution appears as the most recent
episode in the continuing struggle in literature for identity. What is most important, however, is that
the revolution does not mean the same thing to everyone—even within the single realm of literature
—but reflects different individual and social experiences. These complexities are lost in the crude
bundling of different groups under a single label. That Chinese themselves may be doing the same
thing does not justify the practice. On the contrary, the effort to contain reform or revolution in some
mode of change or other (which also changes the meaning of “conservative”) may represent efforts at
ideological appropriation and needs to be analyzed to reveal the complexities of change in
contemporary China, and its relationship to the revolutionary past. Moreover, since much of the
cultural activity in China consciously or unconsciously also plays to the world outside, the very
definition of culture among Chinese intellectuals inevitably is implicated within a global politics of
culture and ties in with the broader problem of the confrontation between socialism and capitalism.

14. Official historiography in China has sought since 1982 to repudiate the Cultural Revolution
while salvaging the pre-1956 history of the revolution, although even the latter is in some minds open
to question. For an unusual, and fascinating, account of how the party leadership evolved a
negotiated history to suit contemporary political needs, see Deng Xiaoping, “Remarks on Successive
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perspective are “guided by a very potent ideology—we may call it an ideology of ‘authoritarian
modernization’—and it is precisely this ideology that Deng shares with his non-Communist
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REVOLUTIONARY HEGEMONY AND
THE LANGUAGE OF REVOLUTION:
CHINESE SOCIALISM BETWEEN
PRESENT AND FUTURE

Arif Dirlik

“A beginner who has learnt a new language,” Karl Marx wrote in The
Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, “always translates it into his
mother tongue, but he has assimilated the spirit of the new language and
can freely express himself in it only when he finds his way in it without
recalling the old and forgets his native tongue in the use of the new.”
Revolution, the metaphor suggests, is learning. It is also forgetting;
forgetting not in the sense of loss of memory, but in the sense of relegating
to memory that which obstructs the assimilation of the new.

The metaphor of language offers an illuminating perspective on the
tortuous course the Chinese Revolution has followed over the last three
decades.” Learning a new language and forgetting the old has been a basic
problem in Chinese politics, as is evident in the radical shifts in the
language of socialist ideology. The problem does not lie in a choice
between revolution and restoration; there is no dispute among China’s
socialists over the transformative role socialism must play in creating a new
society. The dispute has been over the best way to reconcile the demands of
the revolutionary vision that brought the Communists to power with the
responsibilities placed upon a revolutionary party in control of state power.
This has called forth a synthesis of two meanings of socialism, both of



which have deep roots in the history of Chinese socialism: socialism as an
ideology of revolution and socialism as an ideology of modernization.
Revolution and development have long been associated in Chinese socialist
thought as interdependent constituents of socialist ideology, and the
historical experience of Chinese socialism shows that neglect of one almost
inevitably undermines the other. There has also been a perennial
contradiction, however, between an idea of socialism that derives its
language from a universal ideal of an egalitarian and democratic society,
and one that renders socialism into an instrument of parochial pragmatic
goals of national development. These alternative conceptions of socialism
also have different implications for China’s relationship to its past, and to
the historical context out of which Chinese socialism has grown.

The contradiction is a contradiction between the language of vision and
the language of economism. Unable to integrate these two languages into a
new language of socialist progress, socialist ideology in China has ended up
for the most part speaking two languages at once, which has confounded the
speakers no less than the listeners. But it is also true that one or the other
has been spoken with the louder voice in different phases of the revolution.
Ideological struggle in Chinese politics expresses a struggle to capture the
ideology of socialism for the dominance of one or the other of these
languages. So far, neither has achieved a clear-cut victory.

The difficulties the Chinese have encountered in discovering a new
language of socialism disclose a fundamental problem that Marx’s
metaphor overlooks. The new language is new to the neophyte who
encounters it for the first time, but the language already exists before the
encounter as a completed design, which the neophyte needs only to
assimilate in order to express himself freely. Not so with revolution. The
new society that is the promise of revolution does not appear as a completed
design, but as a project to be realized. The revolutionary neophyte must
create the language in which he is to learn to express himself. This makes
the task more, not less, difficult. For the new language, if it is to be
intelligible, can only be generated out of the language of present reality. The
revolutionary consciousness that bears the responsibility for creating the
new language is itself the product of the history it seeks to transcend.

Herein lies the predicament of revolution, and of socialism. The problem
of language for the revolutionary is not simply the problem of acquiring a
new skill, but a problem of discovering new ways in which to think about



the world, its constitution and purpose. It is, in a fundamental sense, a
problem of what Antonio Gramsci described as “Hegemony.” The struggle
to create a new language of revolution 1s but a struggle to assert the
hegemony of revolution over its historical inheritance.

A revolution, if it is authentic, must create a new language of its own. A
revolution that employs the language of the society it has rejected in order
to comprehend its own meaning is a revolution that has conceded defeat at
the moment of its conception. To the extent that revolutionaries must
translate their goals back into the language of prerevolutionary society in
order to render them intelligible, they must perpetuate the hegemony of the
past over the present and the future.

On the other hand, revolution is not the substitution of an arbitrary
language for an existing one. The new society must transcend the old
society, not merely negate it; and this it can achieve only by generating the
new language out of the language it finds at hand. Even if it were possible
for revolutionaries to sever their ties to the past, to start off with a blank
sheet of paper as it were, a new language created out of thin air lacks the
ability to articulate the social experiences upon which its vitality depends.
A revolution that seeks to escape the past by refusing to speak its language
is deprived of its own source of intelligibility and isolates itself from the
reality it would transform. Revolution is of necessity a historical process
where the revolutionary consciousness must be transformed in its own
activity to revolutionize the world. The alternatives must be, on the one
hand, fossilization under the pressure of the past or, on the other hand, loss
of intelligibility in a present to which it is alien and, therefore,
incomprehensible.

The progress of Chinese socialism over the last three decades illustrates
this predicament of revolutionary socialism. The Cultural Revolution of the
1960s, in a fundamental sense, was an attempt to create a new language of
revolution. Mao Zedong was preoccupied with the fossilization of the
revolution under the new regime, not because Chinese society ceased to
change after 1949, which it obviously did not, but because it was becoming
increasingly clear that the revolutionary leadership had lost sight of its
socialist vision once the revolution had accomplished its immediate goals.
The Cultural Revolution expressed the conviction that without a renewed
effort to create a new language, the past must inevitably reassert hegemony
over the revolution and divert it from the path of socialist progress.



It has become fashionable in recent years to portray the Cultural
Revolution as an aberration in the history of Chinese socialism. The
Cultural Revolution was to end up as an aberration, a parody of its own
aspirations; but that is no reason to deny the reality of the problems it
sought to resolve or the seriousness of its intentions. Indeed, it is possible to
see in the failure of the Cultural Revolution the intractability of the
problems that the Chinese Revolution has had to confront.

The Cultural Revolution claim that without further revolution China
would inevitably gravitate back toward capitalism was a misleading one.
China had never been a capitalist society in a technical sense, nor was it
likely to become one after the revolution. But neither can it be disputed that
there were significant social groups in Chinese society, including some
within the Communist Party, whose thinking was informed by a paradigm
of development to which the social goals of socialism were marginal. These
social groups were potential instruments for the perpetuation of the
hegemony over revolution of this paradigm. If this paradigm were to take
hold of Chinese thinking, the socialist vision would be relegated to a future
so distant that it would cease to have any bearing on the present. With the
creation of a socialist language—a socialist society—indefinitely
postponed, it was inevitable that this paradigm would come to dominate
Chinese thinking, and drive the revolution away from the socialist vision
that informed it. The forces and attitudes that have resurfaced with the
termination of the Cultural Revolution bear ample testimonial to the
validity of these fears.

Rather than an effort to institute socialism immediately, the Cultural
Revolution was an attempt to create a new language of revolution that
would reshape Chinese thinking on socialist development and guarantee the
hegemony of revolution. Briefly, the Cultural Revolution sought to
restructure the language of development by politicizing it. Its basic premise
was that it was not developmental needs that must determine the course of
revolution but, on the contrary, revolutionary goals that must shape the
course development would take. Contrary to current charges brought
against it, the Cultural Revolution did not reject development, but only
development based on economistic assumptions that reduced socialist
progress to economic development: that economic, or even simply
technological, progress is the ultimate meaning of socialism; that social
inequality and authoritarian political relations are the price we must pay for



the social order necessary for economic progress; that economic efficiency
must take precedence over considerations of equality and democracy in the
organization of work, and the structure of social relations in general.

The Cultural Revolution sought to make a break with these economistic
premises. It held that social relations must be informed by revolutionary
goals; that economic development must proceed in such a way as to
reinforce these social relations; that self-reliance at the local and national
level was essential to break down the hegemony over China of the capitalist
world economy; that social commitment must take precedence over
professional ideological commitments (red over expert). The grammar of
this language was dialectical: revolutionaries must remake themselves
through their activity of remaking the world. Crucial to the language of the
Cultural Revolution was the premise that the social goals of the revolution
must not await the development of its economic basis, but must be
incorporated into the very process of development.

This idea of development has an internal coherence that is at odds with
currently prevalent notions of the Cultural Revolution as a product of
deranged minds. Moreover, the idea draws upon a vision of socialist society
that was informed by the experiences of the Chinese Revolution. Self-
reliance, commitment to revolutionary goals, transformation of social
relations in order to promote socialist development, and even the idea that
revolution must create its own language were ideas that went back to the
pre-1949 phase of the revolution, in particular the war years (1937-1945)
when the Communists had developed the strategy that carried the revolution
to victory. It was not the language of revolution that had changed, but the
circumstances of the revolution.

The Cultural Revolution failed to formulate a strategy of revolution that
would correspond to its language of development in these new
circumstances. The strategy of a revolutionary party in insurgency was not
appropriate to a revolutionary party in power. The problem with the
Cultural Revolution was that it not only took as a given the political
structure that had emerged with the revolution, but tried to use that same
political structure to achieve its own ends. This structure imposed upon
Chinese society a form that was antithetical to the values the Cultural
Revolution espoused in the abstract. The result was a confusion born of the
disjuncture between the Cultural Revolutionary language and the language



of its structural context, which confounded both the proponents and the
subjects of the revolution.

This was a basic reason that the social policies of the Cultural Revolution
almost uniformly contradicted its verbal aspirations. The politicization of
the issue of development led not to a reconsideration of the meaning of
economic development, but to the use of politics to mobilize society more
effectively for economic development. The liberation of labor was to end up
in the conversion of labor to forced labor. The substitution of moral for
material incentives led not to the abolition of incentives, but to the addition
of considerations of political gain to existing considerations of material
gain.

Likewise, input from the masses into politics, intended to counteract
party and government bureaucratization, was converted rapidly into the
subjection of the people to mindless recitation of officially sanctioned
slogans and “quotations” that could only dull their political senses. As the
Cultural Revolution did not question the economic ends of socialism,
neither did it consider restructuring politics to abolish hierarchy.
“Dictatorship of the proletariat” and the rule of the party remained as
matters of faith. The attack on bureaucracy did not eliminate bureaucracy
but disoriented it, which only enhanced the possibility of arbitrary
despotism.

And so with the other aspects of the Cultural Revolution. Self-reliance
ended up as an atavistic assertion of a revolutionary brand of nationalistic
chauvinism. The liberation of imagination in culture turned into the
confinement of cultural imagination in the straitjacket of political clichés.
The reassertion of political commitment over expertise degenerated rapidly
from an attack on the elitism of professionals to a pervasive anti-
intellectualism.

The denouement of the Cultural Revolution illustrates what I meant
above by loss of intelligibility in a revolutionary attempt to impose upon
society a language that is the product of revolutionary vision divorced from
social reality. The Cultural Revolution suggested an almost magical notion
that revolution could conjure a new society simply by invoking its
language.

This language, coherent in the abstract, lost its coherence when applied
through the realities of power in Chinese society. The intention underlying
the Cultural Revolution was coherent; not so its practice of revolution. In



the end, the contradiction between an ideology derived from revolutionary
vision and a social reality to which to vision had little relevance was
resolved by the subjection of the vision to social reality. Instead of
abolishing economic and political hierarchy, as it professed, the Cultural
Revolution assumed in exaggerated form the hierarchical disposition of its
social and ideological context. The divorce of intention from result, theory
from practice, rendered both the intention and the theory meaningless.

When in 1957 Mao Zedong described the Chinese people as “poor and
blank,” upon whom one could presumably write any script, he had forgotten
the lessons of the revolutionary experience which he had done so much to
articulate: that the intelligibility of the revolutionary message depended on
its ability to speak the language of the people. The Cultural Revolution,
unable to formulate an intelligible message, was to isolate itself from the
people it hoped to lead. It could be sustained for as long as it was, not
because it was able to establish the hegemony of revolution in Chinese
thinking, but because of the threat of coercion it held against all who
deviated from officially sanctioned norms. A revolutionary language,
divorced from reality, and hence lacking concrete referents, could not but
become a plaything at the hands of revolutionary whims. As the whims
changes, so did the winds of revolution. The paradigm of revolution the
Cultural Revolution offered is already overshadowed in historical memory
by its betrayal of its own policies. In hindsight, it appears more an episode
of terror born of power struggles among the Chinese elite than an authentic
revolutionary effort.

In contrast, the post—Cultural Revolution leadership in China is
convinced that the language of revolutionary society can only be generated
out of the present language of socialism through an arduous historical
process that builds upon the past. It has not only renounced the Cultural
Revolution, but has proceeded to abolish revolution as a principle of
Chinese politics.

As noted in the introduction, the changes since Mao’s death in 1976 have
been described by Chinese leaders as a “second revolution,” which has been
heartily echoed among sympathizers of the regime abroad. What the future
of this “revolution” might be is impossible to say, but its meaning is clear: it
expresses the victory of an uncompromising economism in the
understanding of socialist development that matches in its obdurateness the
Cultural Revolution will to put “politics in command.” Its goal is not to



create a revolutionary society, but to achieve a “pragmatic” adjustment of
revolution to the demands of present reality.

The present regime promotes the definition of socialism as an ideology of
modernization. The new attitude is cogently captured in the following lines
written by a prominent economist in 1980: “The basic Marxist approach to
socialist ownership is: anything that can best promote the development of
the productive forces, yes, and it may count on the support of Marxists;
anything that does not, no, and Marxists will not support it; anything that
actually impedes the development of the productive forces will be firmly
opposed.” Absent from this statement and, with a rare exception, from
socialist ideology since 1978, is any suggestion that further change in social
relations might be necessary in China’s socialist progress. If there is to be
further social change, it must follow the demands of economic
development.

The underlying premise of this definition of socialism is that China had
already become a socialist society in 1956, when the socialist
transformation of production had been accomplished with the abolition of
private ownership of the means of production. The basic contradiction in
China since then has been the contradiction between a socialist economy
and backward forces of production. The most urgent need for China,
therefore, i1s economic development and the technological modernization
that is essential to economic development. Under a socialist regime,
economic development must ensure the eventual realization of socialist
society.

In accordance with these premises, the regime proceeded to establish new
policies designed to foster rapid economic development. These policies are
well known by now: reprivatization of the economy, increased material
incentives to encourage labor productivity, attack on egalitarian practices
that interfered with economic efficiency, political relaxation to mobilize
support for the regime, especially among the professional-managerial class,
and a rapidly intensified program of technological, economic, and
intellectual exchange with advanced countries of the capitalist world. The
key to all these changes was the shift to a more individualized conception of
economic organization and activity.

These policies do not represent a restoration of capitalism, but they do
express acceptance of a paradigm of development that was the product of
capitalism, and to which socialism as it exists today has become heir.



Chinese leaders justify their policies through an empiricist pragmatic claim:
that these policies best suit the realities of Chinese society. Poverty is not
the only reality of Chinese society, however, for so are political and
economic inequality. Resignation to a paradigm of development that does
not address these other realities implies acceptance, even the reinforcement,
of a social system that is antithetical in structure to the social goals of
socialism.

This, of course, exposes the fallacy of “seeking truth from facts,” as the
new pragmatism is described. Pragmatism i1s a term without ideological
content of its own, implying only the willingness to approach practically
tasks defined outside of itself. It may be invoked in service of a given
ideological and social system, or it may be invoked in service of a
revolutionary ideology that challenges the system. To portray pragmatism
as an alternative to ideology rather than as its servant serves only to
universalize the ideological claims of the existing structure of power. To a
socialist revolutionary, pragmatism within a hierarchical social and political
structure may only mean legitimization of a structure that impedes socialist
progress. A revolutionary pragmatism must seek practical ways of
transcending the existing system, not a practical adjustment to it. Socialists
have tried to escape the dilemmas created by their “pragmatism” by
explaining such pragmatism as a necessity of a transitional period. The
cliché of “transition” does not do away with the reality, as Rudolf Bahro has
said of Eastern Europe in his The Alternative in Eastern Europe, that the
very structures that are relied upon to guarantee socialist progress may
themselves become the biggest obstacle to socialism.” Policies that
reinforce these structures must of necessity undercut the very promise they
hold forth.

The notion of pragmatism mystifies the ideological and social
implications of the new policies in China. These policies clearly give
priority to reasons of state over the call of revolution. The Chinese
conception of socialism today is that of a bureaucratic-managerial society,
where a bureaucracy of experts plans and administers social order and
development. The Cultural Revolution had attacked this bureaucratic
conception of socialism. Conflicts over bureaucracy since then have not
involved the question of the political place of bureaucracy under socialism,
but rather have revolved around the questions of bureaucratic efficiency and
integrity. To this end, Chinese leaders seek to improve the quality of



China’s bureaucracy through better education of bureaucrats, transfer of
power to experts, and better management techniques. This technical
administrative conception of politics corresponds to their conception of
economic problems essentially as problems of the technology of production
and management.

If the regime takes the bureaucratic organization of society for granted in
its conception of socialism, its economic policies promise to further
reinforce existing hierarchies in Chinese society. The idea that as long as a
socialist regime remains in power, economic development will
automatically abolish inequality, is the product either of a premeditated
myopia, or of an ideological blind spot where the regime’s social basis is
concerned. Present developmental policies are informed by the premise that
economic inequality is the only means to achieve development: inequality
here implies not simply inequality in income, but inequality in the
management of production and social power. The regime believes that
development is contingent upon the creation of an economic-political elite
that will supervise the process of development. This elite has already come
to identify the interests of society as a whole with its own interests as a
social class. Economic development under the guidance of such an elite is
not likely to create a democratic and egalitarian society, but to reinforce
hierarchy. If current tendencies continue, moreover, this elite will
increasingly share an ideological affinity with the global economic and
technocratic elite, which will only enhance its distance from the population
it “manages.” Already, the language of this elite is the language of
management: efficiency, productivity, labor discipline, expertise,
administrative skills, etc. Chinese students today study administrative and
policy-making skills in the United States and Japan, even as China imports
capitalist technology and methods of organization that are designed to
control labor, not to liberate it. What is good enough for capitalism,
evidently, is good enough for socialism.

The forces unleashed by the new policies have created a predicament for
China’s socialist system. Economism, taken to its logical conclusions, is at
odds not only with the socialist revolutionary vision, but with the existing
socialist system as well. The regime’s idealization of economic
development has licensed opposition to party rule and its ideological basis,
socialism, on the grounds that they interfere with efficient development.
The uncompromising economism of the initial period of the new regime has



been qualified by the revival of ideological issues, which seeks to restore
the vocabulary of revolution to the language of socialism. Over the last five
years, there has been an increasing concern with ideological education to
create a ““socialist spiritual civilization.” These concerns were incorporated
into official policy in the Twentieth Congress of the Communist Party in
September 1982. In the words of then Party Secretary Hu Yaobang,

Socialist spiritual civilization constitutes an important characteristic of
the socialist system and a major aspect of its superiority. In the past,
when referring to the characteristics of socialism, people laid stress on
the elimination of the system of exploitation, public ownership of the
means of production, distribution according to work, planned and
proportionate development of the national economy, and political
power of the working class and other working people. They also laid
stress on another characteristic of socialism, the high development of
the productive forces and a labor productivity higher than that under
capitalism as both as a necessity and the end result of the development
of socialism. All this is undoubtedly true, but it does not cover all the
characteristics. Socialism must possess one more characteristic, that is,
socialist spiritual civilization with communist ideology at its core.
Without this, the building of socialism would be out of the question.’

Hu’s speech did not call for a reevaluation of the regime’s development
policies, but simply added a “spiritual” to the “material” aspect of
development. There is no true dialectic here, only the simultaneous pursuit
of two formally distinguished aspects of socialist development. The
language of spiritual mobilization is not the language of revolution but the
language of social control. The so-called Five Stresses and Four Beauties,
which have been enunciated as the behavioral norms that the spiritual
mobilization campaign seeks to establish give a good idea of the order the
regime seeks to achieve. The Five Stresses refer to stress on civil manners,
propriety, cleanliness, order, and morality; the Four Beauties, to the
beautification of spirit, language, behavior, and environment.®

There is no question that the new stress on ideology represents a shift in
the regime’s approach to socialism. The question is the meaning of this
shift. Some of the themes of the campaign for spiritual mobilization are
quite reminiscent of the themes promoted by the Cultural Revolution. But
there is a crucial difference: the goal of the new campaign is not to create a



new paradigm of socialist development, but to secure and consolidate the
economists paradigm that continues to shape the regime’s thinking on
development. In other words, it does not seek to supersede the economistic
paradigm, but to guarantee its welfare by counteracting the adverse
tendencies it has created. This is confirmed by the most recent
manifestation of the regime’s efforts to contain the contradictions created by
its economic policies: the so-called new authoritarianism (xin quanwei
zhuyi), which seeks to keep in check the social, political, and cultural
consequences of economic individualism through an authoritarian political
structure. The inspiration for “new authoritarianism” is rooted not in any
socialism, but in the experience of right-wing dictatorships in East and
Southeast Asia (Taiwan, South Korea, Singapore) that have achieved
economic miracles without the benefit of democracy.’

Contrary to much wishful thinking, the discrepancy between
revolutionary vision and social reality continues to haunt Chinese politics
today, as it did under Mao Zedong. The difference is in the meaning of the
vision in politics. The revolutionary vision no longer serves as a principle of
politics, but only as ideological legitimacy for policies that are antithetical
to the promise they hold forth. Unlike during the Cultural Revolution, when
political incoherence arose out of the discrepancy between the language of
revolution and the language of the existing political structure, today it is the
discrepancy between the language of the existing political structure and that
of economism that lies at the source of political incoherence. The Cultural
Revolutionaries had accused the party of having become an obstacle to
revolution; the basic charge brought against the party at present is that it
obstructs economic development. While the regime has moved toward
restructuring power to meet the demands of the economy, it has also
chronically revived the language of revolution to keep these demands in
check.

That the new regime has had to revive revolutionary idealism to defend
its evidently antirevolutionary policies underlines the “pragmatic”
significance of revolutionary idealism in Chinese politics. The
revolutionary vision of socialism carries the weight it does in Chinese
politics not because it offers a remote promise, but because the socialist
revolution played a significant practical role in China’s national integration
and development, which all Chinese socialists recognize. The concrete
contributions of the revolution to popular welfare and national autonomy



make it a powerful symbol around which to unify a society where the bonds
of “socialist unity” remain more apparent than real. Chinese leaders may
abandon the vision at their own risk. It 1s also clear, however, that in this
“pragmatic” role, the vision promises not liberation but consolidation of a
hierarchical system that is fashioned by the economistic assumptions that
dominate Chinese socialism today. The socialist vision, in other words,
serves to guard politics that negate the meaning of socialism as social
vision.

The problem of creating a language free from the hegemony of inherited
paradigms of development, and yet adequate to reforming existing social
reality, is a universal problem of socialism. This is not surprising. Socialism
as a political idea seeks to transcend capitalism. But the idea is itself a
product of capitalist society; not simply an outgrowth of capitalism but a
dialectical product born of capitalism in opposition to it. Still, the language
of capitalism infuses the consciousness of socialists who, though rebels
against capitalism, share many of its premises with regard to the purpose
and process of historical development.

This is as true of socialists in the capitalist periphery as it is in the core
capitalist states of Western Europe, Northern America, and Japan, though it
is not as evident in the case of the former. Socialists in advanced capitalist
societies have willingly subordinated their socialist vision to the hegemony
of capital. The language of socialism in these societies appears as a
language of corporatism, which represents but the assimilation of the
vocabulary of socialism into the language of capitalism. Socialists of the
periphery have upheld the vision of a revolutionary socialism; but there,
too, the hegemony of capital has persisted in the language of national
development, although the use of a national idiom in these cases often
disguises the continuing reality of this hegemony.

Indeed, socialists in these societies have often turned to the national
idiom as a source from which to generate an autonomous language of
socialism free from the cultural hegemony of capital. The danger here, of
course, has been the risk of assimilating socialism to the national language
in the very effort to assimilate the national idiom to the language of
socialism. Such a nationalized socialism may serve to ward off control by
global capital, but it no longer carries the meaning of socialism as a
universal ideal of human liberation. On the contrary, it may assume the
colorings of its precapitalist environment both socially and in its conception



of politics. This is to some extent what happened in China during the
Cultural Revolution.

Keeping global capital at a distance, moreover, does not mean abolition
of the hegemony of capital. Too much emphasis on the burden of the
precapitalist past in shaping socialism in these societies conceals the
dynamic forces that shape socialism, and the role socialism plays as a
transformative ideology. Socialism has been as much a product of
capitalism in peripheral societies as it was in the capitalist core: a product,
in the one case, of the autonomous development of capitalism, and, in the
other, of its worldwide diffusion. It is ultimately from the intrusion of
capital that socialism has derived its political relevance in peripheral
societies.

In either case, the socialist goal has been to transcend capitalism, not to
escape back from it into a precapitalist past. The effort to assimilate the
national idiom into the language of socialism is itself motivated by the
search for a locally acceptable language of socialism. Socialism is not a
plaything at the hands of some unconscious traditionalism, therefore, but a
transformative ideology that seeks to create a postcapitalist society out of
the dialectical synthesis of the national idiom with the language of
development. For the same reason, socialism appears in these societies not
only as a vision of equality and democracy, but as an ideology of
development. The burden of development, achieved in core societies by
capitalism, falls here upon socialist shoulders.

It 1s this burden that ushers in the hegemony of capital over the socialism
of peripheral societies which, in spite of its intended goal to ward off global
capitalism, draws its inspiration from a paradigm of development that is the
product of capitalism. This has meant the incorporation into socialist
language of the grammar of capitalist development.

The fact that in these circumstances class struggle 1s placed in the context
of a national struggle against global capital, moreover, creates the
predicament that the nation may overshadow class as the locus of socialist
activity. When this happens, socialism is reduced to an instrument in the
cause of national development which, in a world under the material sway of
capital, must result in a “pragmatic” adjustment of socialism to the
hegemony of capital. This mode of development, Rudolf Bahro suggests, is
better described as “noncapitalist development” than as socialist
development. Some Chinese socialists used this term in the early part of the



century to describe a nonrevolutionary socialism that would bypass
capitalism to achieve more efficiently the goals of capitalist society. The
language of noncapitalist development is not a socialist language but a
dialect of capitalism. This is the language that dominates Chinese socialism
today.

The Chinese experience with socialism is the most recent example of the
difficulties that have confronted socialism historically. What is clear from
accumulated experience is that if socialism is to retain its viability as an
alternative to capitalism, it must create a language of its own. This requires,
first and foremost, a reconsideration of the meaning of development that, at
present, is fashioned by a paradigm of development rooted in capitalist
assumptions on the ends and meanings of human progress. It also requires,
therefore, that socialists abandon the illusion of present-day socialism as the
end, rather than the beginning, of the history of socialism.

Such a language, to be intelligible, can only be created out of the
language of the present. But to be authentically revolutionary, it must derive
its grammar from the language of the future: a language that articulates the
vision of a social existence free of exploitation and oppression. Without
such a language, socialists must be deprived of an identity to call their own.
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MAQO ZEDONG AND THE POLITICAL
ECONOMY OF CHINESE
DEVELOPMENT

Mark Selden

Recent scholarship and political commentary in China and abroad have not
dealt kindly with the legacy of Mao Zedong. While the harshest criticisms
have centered on Mao’s leadership of the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution and the Great Leap Forward, they have also extended to his
entire stewardship. At the heart of this criticism is not only a political
assessment but a cutting economic critique. In assessing this criticism it is
worth recalling, therefore, the important achievements hitherto widely
associated with Chinese and Maoist political economy. A poor agrarian
nation in the decades of Mao’s leadership was said to have achieved
developmental and socialist goals that defied those for most postcolonial
and developing nations. These included:

— A self-sufficient and self-reliant economy free from foreign capital
and foreign control.

— The elimination of capitalist exploitation and the creation of a highly
egalitarian and participatory society.

— The feeding of one billion people, that is, the solution to the problem
of hunger, and the provision of basic welfare guarantees for all.

— Rapid industrialization including both heavy industry and small-scale
decentralized rural industry.

— The solution to the peasant question: equity via land reform,
cooperation, and communization for the peasant majority and avoidance of



a host of problems from unemployment to marginality associated with the
rush to cities elsewhere.

These claims, and Mao’s personal contributions to Chinese development,
are considered below. But in assessing Mao Zedong’s contributions to the
theory and practice of political economy it is essential to comprehend their
origins. | begin, therefore, with the years in the maquis when Mao and his
associates formulated and implemented the essential elements of the
political economy of people’s war. I then turn to the People’s Republic,
focusing on the years 1955-1960 when Mao advanced and implemented his
most distinctive concepts associated with the political economy of
uninterrupted revolution, notably collectivization, communization, and the
Great Leap Forward. I conclude with a discussion of Mao’s thought and
practice in relationship to the political economy of guerrilla war, the Soviet
model, and alternative Chinese formulations.

Mao and the Political Economy of People’s War

Mao’s most fruitful contributions to political economy took shape in the
course of two decades in the countryside (1928-1949), a product of the
attempt to forge mobilization strategies directed toward two complementary
yet, in practice, sometimes contradictory goals: social transformation
emphasizing the reduction of exploitation and gross inequality of wealth
and power, on the one hand, and survival and economic advance, on the
other. While substantial attention has been paid to Mao’s role as a guerrilla
and political leader, his innovations in the realm of political economy
remain less well known.

My discussion of the political economy of people’s war and Mao’s
contribution to it focuses on those ideas and institutions which, while forged
under harsh conditions in China’s guerrilla base areas, bear relevance to the
problematic of development—including socialist development—in the
People’s Republic and in other contemporary poor agrarian nations.

Beginning from a single small poverty-stricken base in Northwest China
in 1935, in the course of a decade the Communist Party and its army came
to administer far-flung territories behind Japanese lines across North and
Central China. By the time of Japan’s surrender in 1945 the inhabitants of
the Communist-led base areas numbered nearly 100 million people. Cut off
from major cities and the international economy, and subject to repeated



attack and blockade by Japanese (and in the late war years Guomindang)
forces, each of the nineteen base areas perforce constructed an independent
and self-sufficient economy with the capacity to sustain the war effort.

In the years 1928-1945 Mao Zedong emerged as the principal
theoretician and architect of the political, military, and economic principles
first of guerrilla warfare and land revolution and subsequently, in the course
of the anti-Japanese resistance, of people’s war. Six principles of the
political economy of people’s war implemented in the wartime base areas
are at the heart of the synthesis Mao called the New Democracy. Operating
in a milieu for which Marxism and Marxism-Leninism provided few
guidelines, the theory and practice that emerged from the first great people’s
war, combining a national liberation struggle with what might be styled
protosocialist reforms, constitute a richly creative contribution.'

Self-sufficiency and Self-reliance

The political economy of the base areas was a response to conditions of
scarcity, deprivation, and instability. The development of an economy
capable not only of assuring subsistence for peasant producers, but of
providing a modest surplus to support the resistance military and
government in the face of repeated attack and blockade was essential for the
survival and growth of the movement. The responses of the party-army to
these strictures included the formation of the institutional economy with
military and governmental units made responsible for producing substantial
portions of their own food and supplies. Modeled in part on frontier military
colonies going back at least to the Han dynasty, the self-reliance strategy
was extended from the populace to the military and government as all were
enjoined to produce. From this experience derives the Maoist premise that
untapped labor resources could be mobilized to good economic effect.
While the focus of the self-reliant institutional economy was the production
of food, military and governmental units also initiated small factories and
workshops producing everything from clothing to weapons. Self-reliance
was also predicated in part on the mobilization of such underutilized or
untapped sources of labor as women and the elderly to boost the economy
in diverse ways, from home cotton-spinning to making shoes to field work.
In contradistinction to its Guomindang rival, whose economy and
government finance were deeply bound up with international markets,



capital, and foreign aid, and which never developed an effective rural
policy, the isolated base area governments, cut off from international and
even Chinese markets and external resources, had no choice but to rely
principally on their own resources and to place agrarian and handicraft
concerns at the center of their agenda—no choice, that is, short of defeat.

Rent and Interest Reduction and Tax Reform as Gradual Land Reform

The focus of political mobilization and economic transformation in the
Jiangxi Soviet period (1928-1934) was confiscatory land reform and
antilandlord struggle. As early as 1926-1927 Mao was drawn to the
explosive revolutionary power and potential of the poorest and most
oppressed of the peasants, and in the base areas he vigorously promoted
land reform. Nevertheless, what most clearly distinguished Mao’s
perspective from that of many of his comrades in the late 1920s and early
1930s was his sensitive handling of the problem of the middle peasants: the
recognition that the battle for support of the large group of owner
cultivators could determine the success or failure of the guerrilla movement.
Mao therefore came to emphasize narrowing the target of attack in the land
reform and reassuring owner cultivators that their property was safe from
confiscation. The land laws of the Central Soviet that were most closely
associated with Mao’s authorship called for redistribution not of all land but
only of the surplus land of landlords and rich peasants above a specified
subsistence level.” This sensitivity to the possibilities of mobilizational
politics in the service of redistributive justice for the poor, coupled with the
necessity to assure justice for owner cultivators, was characteristic of Mao’s
leadership style of coalition building and the encouragement of economic
equity and growth during this period. These policies were all the more
critical to the success of the wartime base areas in North China where
tenancy rates were low and where owner cultivators constituted the
overwhelming majority of peasant households.

With the Guomindang-Communist united front providing the political
framework for the anti-Japanese resistance, the Communists abandoned the
confiscatory provisions of earlier land policy. The attempt to transform
agrarian relations in the base areas continued, however. The double
reduction policy (rent and interest reduction) and tax reform held the key to
the party’s reform policy implemented in the base areas in the early 1940s.



The rent and interest reduction movement derived, in the spirit of the united
front, from Guomindang legislation ratified but never implemented in the
late 1920s. It illustrates the astute use of reformist policies to foster
revolutionary goals. Landlords and rich peasants faced income reductions
but their right to collect rent was assured, and many remained loyal to the
anti-Japanese resistance. In tandem with the progressive tax policies of the
1940s, policies which shifted the tax burden from the poor to the more
prosperous, rent and interest reduction inaugurated a quiet revolution.

Within the framework of sustaining the wartime united front with
landlords and rich peasants and of promoting the self-sufficient economy,
rent and tax reform provided the vehicles for gradually but decisively
reducing the wealth and power of traditional powerholders and building an
economy of more or less homogeneous owner cultivators. The task was
facilitated by two facts. First, in North China, where the base areas were
centered, landlords were far weaker than those in wealthier and more
productive central and southern areas. Second, landlord and other elite
families rallied to the patriotic resistance and smoothed the path for reform.
With nationalist unity legitimating the reform process, the wartime
communist movement generally succeeded both in preserving the
multiclass united front in the base areas and in assisting the poor to rise
through restrained and gradual redistributive policies. Rent reduction did
not formally challenge the landlord-tenant relationship, but in conjunction
with tax reform it undermined the power of the landlord class. Rent
reduction and anticorruption campaigns frequently involved struggle
meetings to attack and humiliate recalcitrant landlords and arouse tenant
and poor-peasant activism, a process symbolic of the transfer of power from
the old elite to the party of the poor.

Mutual Aid and Cooperation

As the base areas contracted under the brunt of the Japanese offensive in the
years 1942-1943, Mao and other party leaders called for mutual aid and
cooperation as a supplement to the dominant household economy and a
means to overcome the economic crisis. The basic strategy was the pooling
of resources and labor among small groups of households (frequently with
state financial and organizational support) in an effort to rationalize labor
and promote both agriculture and sideline enterprise. By 1943 Mao saw in



these modest cooperative experiments not only a way out of the wartime
economic and financial crisis but the seeds of the great transformation
which revolution would eventually bring to China’s countryside:

Among the peasant masses for several thousand years the individual
economy has prevailed with one family, one household, as the
economic unit. This kind of dispersed individual economy is the basis
for feudal control and causes the peasants themselves to succumb to
permanent impoverishment. The only method to overcome such a
situation is to gradually collectivize [jitihua], and the only road to
achieve collectivization, as Lenin said, is through cooperatives
[hezuoshe].’

Mao’s evocation of Lenin underlined the long-range significance he
attributed to the small-scale cooperatives. In portraying cooperatives as a
bridge to a socialist future, however, Mao emphasized that the party’s
wartime cooperative program was far different from the collective farming
of Stalin’s Soviet Union. “Our economy is a new democratic one, and our
cooperatives [hezuoshe], built using collective labor, rest on the foundation
of the individual economy (on the foundation of private property).”

Mao’s discussion of the fledgling cooperatives of the war period suggests
three conclusions: first, a clear conceptualization of a theory of stages in
which the individual peasant economy supplemented by rudimentary but
growing cooperative institutions constituted the heart of the New
Democratic economy. The party would not raise peasant anxieties by taking
measures that challenged the primacy of the household economy; but it
would gradually encourage and support a kernel of semisocialist
cooperatives within the predominant household economy. Second, no later
than 1943, Mao had reached a conclusion that he would never alter:
Collectivization of the Soviet type—that i1s large-scale, mechanized
collective agriculture—was the essence of the socialist transition in the
countryside, the road that China would ultimately travel in building a
modern socialist economy. Finally, Mao’s wartime discussion of
cooperation is the clearest available indication that he was already
struggling with the theoretical and practical issues of the socialist transition
in China, a technologically backward agrarian nation. Just as the late Marx
was intrigued with the possibility of building socialism in agrarian Russia
on the cooperative foundations of the mir, Mao pondered the possibility that



protosocialist cooperative institutions, based on and further developing
traditional Chinese forms of mutual aid, could provide a bridge to
socialism.*

Mixed Economy: State, Cooperative, and Household Sectors

The principal axis of the wartime base area economy was private ownership
and cultivation of the land and household sidelines. In the late war years,
however, with the growth of cooperatives and of the institutional economy,
under the direction of the party, army, and government, cooperatives gave
rise to a mixed economy with the private sector predominant. Already
during the wartime period conflicts periodically erupted among the sectors,
and official power at times formalistically favored the state and the coops at
the expense of the household sector, frequently with negative effects on the
economy. Nevertheless, in the face of foreign invasion and civil war, the
household, cooperative, and state sectors for the most part coexisted and,
within the limits of severe financial constraints, served the needs both of
government and of popular welfare.

The Market: Stimulus and Control

One area of tension was the market. Throughout the war years, with the
base areas subject to repeated blockade and scorched earth tactics, the
struggle for the market was crucial: not only were the contestants the
Japanese, the Guomindang, and the Communists, but within the base areas,
the emerging party-state sometimes clashed with private peddlers. When
Japanese and puppet forces imposed a tight blockade on the exposed
Central Hebei region, for example, villagers were deprived of salt and other
prime necessities. In North China plain localities where the soil was saline,
base area governments encouraged such traditional solutions as running
water through soil placed in a sieve and then boiling the resulting sediment.
In this way households not only alleviated the impact of the blockade by
producing a form of slightly bitter salt, but also reaped as a byproduct
saltpeter, which the resistance forces used for land mines. Japanese efforts
to crack down on this native industry were hampered by the fact that both
salt and explosives could be produced by individual households. At the
same time the area governments encouraged and protected local merchants
in efforts to run the blockade, not only to assure supplies of salt but to trade



in grain, cloth, and other commodities traditionally available in periodic
markets.

The trade policies of the base areas promoted self-sufficiency and
exchange, not autarky. Traders were particularly encouraged to import
necessities to solve problems of military supply and livelihood. To be sure,
the state sometimes cracked down on the import of luxury of goods and
items deemed of a feudal or superstitious character. On balance, however,
Mao and his associates recognized the economic contribution of commerce
to the economy of the base areas and the livelihood of the people and
sought to protect it.

Frugality and Improving the Livelihood of the People

A similar tension existed around this pair of principles. On the one hand
Mao and base area administrators attempted with considerable success to
encourage frugality through an egalitarian system of subsistence rations in
the ranks of the army and administration and by curbing luxury
consumption. On the other hand, the resistance government, within the
constraints of the war milieu and the poverty characteristic of the base
areas, encouraged individuals and groups to improve their livelihood, using
both the cooperative movement and the production campaign to praise and
reward individual as well as cooperative prosperity. The party’s promise
and premise were that it would help to improve people’s livelihood, and
within the limits of wartime austerity it made vigorous efforts to do so. As
Mao put it, characteristically linking the economic and the political, “The
primary aspect of our work i1s not to ask things of the people but to give
things to the people. What can we give the people? Under present
conditions in the Shen-Gan-Ning Border Region, we can organize, lead and
help the people to develop production and increase their material wealth.
And on this basis we can step-by-step raise their political awareness and
their cultural level.”” The central principle that Mao advanced in the war
years and after was that of mutual prosperity (gongtong fuyu), building on
foundations of both cooperation and the household economy to raise rural
incomes and solidify the bonds between party and people.

By 1942 Mao had asserted that the political economy of the resistance
bases, far from representing mere ad hoc survival measures, constituted a
new and important economic model: “The reason that this is a new model is



that it is neither the old Bismarckian model of the national economy nor the
new Soviet model of the national economy but it is the national economy of
the New Democracy or the Three People’s Principles.”® The claim that a
distinctive political economy of self-reliant, cooperative and egalitarian
development had emerged in the base areas is valid, and its relevance is
certainly not limited to China. The political economy of people’s war
embodied Mao’s most important theoretical and practical contributions to
political economy.

Mao and the Political Economy of the Transition to Socialism

Mao had charted the winning strategy of the countryside surrounding the
city, and his career as a leader rested on his ability to build political
coalitions that would effectively tap the revolutionary potential of broad
strata of the peasantry. Yet as the Communist Party moved toward the
assumption of national power, Mao signaled the start of a new era and new
priorities: After two decades in the countryside, he said, the period “of the
city leading the village has now begun. The center of gravity of the party’s
work has shifted from the village to the city.”” Indeed, as the party
leadership shifted its base from the countryside to the city, and as China’s
top political and military leaders took up residence in the Forbidden City,
once home to the emperors, the tension between city and countryside and
between officials and people would constitute central axes of conflict
around which China’s distinctive political economy would unfold. Mao’s
personal preoccupation would remain the countryside, particularly the
creation of viable forms of cooperation, collectivization, and
communization. Yet his views of the full range of socioeconomic issues,
particularly the development of nationalized heavy industry, while less fully
articulated and less distinctive, nevertheless also decisively shaped the
contours of China’s socialist development trajectory.

With these issues at the center of the discussion, as they were at the
center of Mao’s own preoccupations, I turn to the political economy of the
transition to socialism in the early People’s Republic.

A striking feature of the early 1950s is the new socialist party-state’s
fidelity to core principles of the political economy of people’s war in the
evolution of rural policy. The national slogan of the era urged Chinese to
model themselves on their big brothers, the Soviet Union, but in agriculture,



where China’s leaders had abundant experience, there was much continuity
with principles of the guerrilla economy. In contrast to the early years of
Soviet socialism in which the Bolshevik Party remained institutionally and
politically aloof from, and largely indifferent to, the countryside, except as a
critical source of state revenue and supplies, the Chinese Communist Party,
with deep roots in the countryside, continued its efforts to uplift and
transform rural economy and society. Following the redistributive land
reform, the core of this strategy, one with no significant Soviet precedent,
but with rich experience in China’s rural base areas, was the commitment to
gradual voluntary cooperation as the bridge to socialism and development
in the countryside.

Building on the Chinese Communist Party’s long and fruitful rural
experience, and aware of the heavy price the Soviet people had paid for
Stalinist forced collectivization, Mao and his fellow leaders initiated a
socialist development path that wedded the permanent elimination of
landlord exploitation and popular forms of cooperation with efforts to
promote the prosperity of the peasantry.® Even as it moved to channel a
substantial part of the rural surplus into productive investment in the years
immediately following land reform, the party permitted a portion of the
fruits of redistribution and rising productivity to be consumed by peasant
producers enjoying the bounty of land and peace.

If Mao and China had embarked on a distinctive road to building a
socialist agriculture, in the early years of the People’s Republic their
approach to industry was orthodox, borrowing heavily, perhaps even
slavishly, from Soviet experience and priorities. Mao shared the leadership
consensus that placed the highest priority on the development of
nationalized heavy industry. Chinese industrialization closely followed
Soviet precedent in essentials ranging from the emphasis on capital-
intensive, centralized heavy industry with steel at its core to one-man
management of nationalized factories. Moreover, virtually cut off from
trade, aid, or investment with its traditional trading partners, as a result of
the U.S. blockade beginning in the Korean War, China’s First Five-Year
Plan was heavily dependent on Soviet and East European technical
assistance, blueprints, trade, oil and modest amounts of financial aid. The
156 core industrial projects, with their enormous Soviet component, were
the heart of the plan.



In the years 1955-1960, spanning the “high tide” of collectivization in
agriculture and the Great Leap Forward, the combination of the crisis of the
First Five-Year Plan (1953—1957) and Mao’s discontent with both industrial
and agricultural progress and priorities gave rise to a second Maoist
economic vision and model for China’s socialist (and communist)
development and led the nation to embark on a frenzy of socioeconomic
transformation and economic activity. If the political economy of people’s
war constituted Mao’s first important synthesis, the political economy of the
Great Leap Forward represents a second attempt to define an independent
Chinese road.’

Just as the economic and military crisis of the years 1942-1944
contributed to the crystallization of the people’s war model, the crisis of the
First Five-Year Plan in the summer of 1955 gave rise to the train of thought
and activity that culminated in collectivization and the Great Leap.'” The
essential problems of development in the poor agrarian Chinese nation as
Mao then perceived them were three: First, by the summer of 1955 it
became clear that the ambitious industrialization targets of the plan were
jeopardized by the lagging productivity of agriculture. Second, despite rapid
industrialization, China faced mounting problems of urban unemployment
and rural underemployment, a phenomenon aggravated by the capital-
intensive industrial priorities of the plan and substantial urban migration.
Finally, Mao became convinced that class polarization was once again
becoming acute in the countryside, and that this and other rural and
developmental problems required the abandonment of the strategy of
gradual, voluntary cooperation in favor of sharply accelerated
collectivization.

Out of these concerns Mao initiated a mobilization strategy designed to
cut the Gordian knot: The problems of economic and technical development
and social transformation could be simultaneously solved by a strategy of
permanent revolution that began with instant universal collectivization. But
village-level collectives had barely been formed before Mao insisted that a
Chinese nation which he termed “poor and blank™ could march forward to
communism with its promise of abundance and the elimination of the “three
great differences” between industry and agriculture, worker and peasant,
and mental and manual labor.

Drawing in part on inspiration from the earlier successful national
mobilization which had permitted the defeat of Japan and the U.S.-backed



Guomindang, Mao stressed the power of ideological and institutional
transformation to resolve the economic problems confronting the People’s
Republic.

The discussion seeks to extract the central principles of Mao’s synthesis
of the collectivization—Great Leap years to differentiate it both from the
people’s war and the Soviet models, and to assess its significance."

In the summer and fall of 1955 the process of gradual voluntary socialist
transition, that is, the building of a cooperative framework for the rural
economy—projected to take place over a fifteen-year period—was abruptly
terminated when Mao overrode the Central Committee consensus and
pressed for universal collectivization. In less than one year, virtually the
entire countryside, including large areas of Central and South China that
had little or no experience with mutual aid or elementary forms of
cooperation, was organized in large, state-imposed collectives coinciding
with the natural village. In the same stroke China abandoned the premise
that cooperation would advance in step with the technical transformation of
agriculture so that by the time of collectivization industry would provide the
tractors, diesel engines, fertilizer, and other modern inputs to facilitate the
transition, thereby demonstrating the superiority of large-scale, mechanized
collective agriculture. The same processes would permit the training of a
corps of skilled cooperative leaders and permit resolution of some of the
complex problems associated with a shift from individual and household to
group farming.'” It was not to be.

“The cooperative,” model regulations explained, “must not violate the
interests of any poor peasant, or any middle peasant.”"” Yet beginning with
the collectivization of 1955-1956 and reaching a peak in the Great Leap
Forward of 1958—-1960 one discerns a profound disjuncture between official
claims and experienced reality. The claim was that China’s peasantry, above
all the rural poor, were the beneficiaries of policies bringing mutual
prosperity, equality, participation and liberation from the travails of the
market, gains which, in varying degrees, were won through the party’s
wartime reforms, land reform, and early phases of mutual aid and
cooperation. The realities confronting the peasantry in the years after 1955
were the imposition of large collectives and communes and a constellation
of anti-market and grain-first mobilizing policies. These undermined the
rural incentive structure, deprived peasant households of autonomy, and
created a structure of dependence on collective leaders and the state. Rural



producers were deprived of traditional sources of income in sideline and
market activities which were eliminated or monopolized by the state. The
result of this constellation of policies, intensified by bad weather, was the
famine disaster of the great leap whose principal victims were the
collectivized and communized peasantry.'

Collectivization was the center of a constellation of policies that
promised everything to the peasantry—abundance, industrialization,
education, and welfare—but in practice brought to an end many of the most
innovative and certainly the most hopeful elements of the political economy
of people’s war, land reform and the early transition. The two central points
are these: First, the collective replaced the household economy not with the
cooperative economy of the associated producers but, as in the Soviet-type
collectives on which they were modeled, with centralized statist institutions.
In the name of socialism, collectives and communes sapped popular
initiative and enforced high accumulation and low consumption on rural
producers. Second, collectives and communes provided a convenient
vehicle for transferring a significant portion of the rural surplus to China’s
costly heavy industry program. Collective self-reliance meant not only the
budgetary priority of heavy industry (state investment would focus on
heavy industry, the countryside would make do with collective investment),
but also that in the course of the Mao era heavy industry never structured its
output in the service of agriculture.”” Quite the contrary, the subsidy of the
countryside to the city and to industry, predominantly in the form of high
compulsory agricultural sales to the state at low fixed prices, continued
unabated during Mao’s lifetime. The unstated premise accompanying Mao’s
emphasis on large collectives and self-reliance was the extraction of rural
resources to fuel heavy industry. Agriculture was left to develop through a
combination of institutional restructuring, labor mobilization, and the use of
traditional inputs.'® Carried to disastrous extremes during the Great Leap,
the insistence on ever larger collective forms (the communes) and
unremitting pressures to raise accumulation, eliminate sideline enterprise,
household production, and private markets, and achieve instant advance to
communism led to nationwide famine.

Following the sobering lessons of the Leap, Mao and other leaders never
again implemented such extreme economic measures. And, with the
important exception of the economic disasters of the Leap and the downturn
at the height of the Cultural Revolution, the Chinese economy not only



achieved rapid industrialization, particularly the growth of heavy industry,
but succeeded in feeding (if at low levels) a population of one billion
people, and assuring large gains in life expectancy, nutrition, and health
services for the general population. By contrast with India and a number of
other large agrarian states, China’s economic performance—with the single
disastrous exception of the Great Leap famine—appears impressive. The
point, however, is that inherent features of the antimarket collectivism
carried to fundamentalist limits in the years 1955-1960 continued in
essentials (in less extreme form) during the remaining years of the Mao
period. The collective system pitted the interests of substantial portions of
the peasantry, including the rural poor, against the guardians of the state and
left unrealized both the political and the economic promise inherent in the
goals of achieving common prosperity. Two decades of Maoist collectivism
left per capita incomes of China’s eight hundred million peasants at levels
comparable to those of the early 1950s, and the countryside facing
problems of mounting population pressure on the land and labor surplus.

Conclusion

How is one to explain the disjuncture in the political economy of Mao
Zedong, the break in the party’s performance, and the yawning gap between
theory and practice with particular reference to the welfare of the
peasantry? It should be noted at the outset that important continuities in
Mao’s thought and practice run through both periods: These include the
fierce commitment to eliminate exploitation and property-based inequality;
the emphasis on political mobilization, class struggle, and political and
ideological transformation and their relationship to economic development;
the proclivity to replace the market and the household economy by large
cooperative, collective, and state institutions; and the emphasis on self-
reliance and the suspicion of intellectuals and technical personnel. All these
themes are traceable to earlier periods of Mao’s leadership, and several are
consistent with Marxist and/or Stalinist thought.

The principal reasons for the disjuncture are these: First, the difference
between the imperatives of survival and growth in the guerrilla milieu of
people’s war and those of sustaining power after 1949 help one to
understand the party’s emphasis in the early period on solving concrete
problems of peasant livelihood and pressing for reforms if and only if a



substantial popular base existed for their implementation. To be sure,
destructive fundamentalist tendencies surfaced repeatedly in earlier periods,
for example, in the 1942 party rectification movement and the terrorist
extremes of the Jiangxi period and 1947 land reforms. The point, however,
is that survival imperatives contributed to the party’s willingness to back
away quickly from costly alienating and unproductive policies that
threatened the broad base of its support and to respond to popular ideas and
demands. These pressures were greatly reduced after the establishment of
the People’s Republic, the elimination of major class antagonists, and the
organization of the party-state throughout city and countryside and in
collective and state institutions.

Second, one notes the increasing rigidity of Mao’s leadership and his
growing distance from actual conditions in the countryside in the years
following collectivization, the failure of the Leap, and the plunge into
famine. The problem lay less in the fact that China committed major errors
in collectivization and the Great Leap and more in the inability of the
system to respond creatively to the signals of distress and resistance.
Beginning with Mao’s angry and defensive reaction to the muted criticism
of his policies in the Great Leap by Marshall Peng Dehuai (Mao had Peng
purged of his positions), and continuing with the hardening of Mao’s
critique of the Soviet Union and of capitalist roaders within the Communist
Party, the opportunity for flexible responses to disastrous policies was
sharply reduced. Calls for change subsequently risked being branded as
examples of l1ése majesté or the machinations of capitalist roaders as China
moved toward the fundamentalist politics and personality cult of the
Cultural Revolution. The result was a hardening of policy options as China
turned away from many of the most hopeful and fruitful developmental and
protosocialist policies of an earlier era. In the process, the peasantry bore
the major brunt of extremist policies: As rural incomes stagnated, the gap
between city and countryside increased and the oppressive character of
collective institutions and bondage to the land grew. Pressures for rural
change mounted but found no outlet during Mao’s lifetime.

This analysis suggests that the golden age of Maoist political economy
spanned the years of the Anti-Japanese Resistance and continued into the
early 1950s. The lessons from that period, particularly the possibilities of
creating a mixed economy involving the interaction of state, cooperative,
and private sectors and of market and plan, the encouragement of individual



and cooperative prosperity, the integration of intellectuals and peasants in a
common effort, merits further study as China’s leaders in the 1980s again
grapple with rethinking the parameters of the socialist economy and society.
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ON THE ORGANIZATION OF
PRODUCTION UNDER SOCIALISM

Peter Schran

Mao Zedong’s successors have done away with the great helmsman’s
legacy in theory and practice to an extent and at a pace that hardly any
student of things Chinese thought likely ten years ago. Yet in retrospect,
their drastic modification of his relentless efforts to devise and force
China’s transition to socialism and communism must ring bells of déja vu in
the minds of many students of Marxism and Soviet socialism elsewhere in
the world, where similar changes have been made on comparable occasions
during earlier years. This is true in particular of ideas and policies relating
to the organization of production, which are central and critical to any
attempt to remake society in Marx’s image.

It is possible to argue that all of these responses, in China as well as
elsewhere, were inevitable because the strategies they corrected were
exercises in futility. From a different ideological vantage point, such a
critique might extend to the fundamentals of Marxism." Short of this
comprehensive rejection, it could be held within the confines of doctrine
that at some point in the evolution of thought and action, errors were
introduced that produced the deviations that had to be reversed. Communist
reformers, in China and elsewhere, typically have taken this latter approach,
without always succeeding in legitimating their revisions.

In the end, the issue of doctrinal legitimacy reduces to what can be
rendered compatible in one form or the other with the ideas of the founders
of “scientific socialism,” Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, and with the
commentaries of those principal disciples, notably Lenin, who are not being



doubted. The following pages will explore these possibilities and the use
that has been made of them, first elsewhere and eventually in China.

The Views of the Founding Fathers

It is well known that Marx and Engels chose to say very little about the
characteristics of socialism and communism. The principal features of the
future order followed antithetically from their critique of capitalism, but in
their opinion its numerous details could not be predicted with any
confidence. They felt compelled to comment on such matters only to rebut
the “Utopian” views of other critics of capitalism, whom they considered
mistaken on various grounds. For this reason, their statements tended to be
selective and unsystematic in terms of issues as well as negatively phrased
and polemical, frequently leaving it to the reader to make the proper
inferences with respect to the “true” future state of affairs.

Marx’s assertions about the characteristics of communism and the
socialist transition to this final stage have been collected, systematized, and
analyzed by Fred Gottheil.” Together with related statements from Engels’
Anti-Diihring® which offers more details about the founders’ vision of the
future, they support the following scenario:

1. Socialism and communism would originate not in the abstract,
unrelated to any other phenomenon, but in response and as solutions to the
problems posed by the process of capitalist development. Socialist and
communist forms of organization therefore could not be imagined freely, as
the “Utopian” socialists were prone to do, but would be implied by this
process, to be inferred “scientifically.”

2. Capitalism would perish because its characteristic form of
organization, the market, which facilitated commodity economy and the
capitalists’ drive to accumulate, would be unable to sustain the further
development of the productive forces. Its “anarchy” and the chaos it
produced therefore would have to be replaced by a system of
macroeconomic planning, which would coordinate the activities of all
formerly private enterprises consciously in the common interest.

3. The transition to central coordination at the national level would be the
culmination of a process of economic concentration under capitalism. The
development of the productive forces had led already to the emergence of



“large-scale industry,” owned by a few coupon-clipping capitalists and run
for them by hired employees. The former were to be expropriated, the latter
to be placed under the new central direction and control.

4. The new forms of appropriation and organization could be cooperative
as well as societal. The workers’ cooperative had appeared already in
capitalist times as a positive step toward more advanced forms of
“association.” The farmers’ cooperative was a similarly useful device in
moving beyond small-scale production in agriculture. Capitalist state
monopolies were sure to remain in the hands of the state, and means of
production generally would have to be owned by society at large, as
represented at first by the state, to prevent the exercise of special interests,
notably by the cooperatives.

5. The forms of management, about which Marx and Engels had least to
say, apparently would be determined by the technical requirements of
production, which would change with the further development of the
productive forces, as follows: The increasing mechanization of production
would serve to simplify most work, and the improving education of the
workers would qualify them for more assignments, so that specialization
and permanent division of labor would diminish and disappear.

6. Labor and work incentive would be assured in this new situation first,
under socialism, by “distribution according to labor,” which would force
everyone—former capitalists as well as proletarians—to work for a living,
but which would also allow for unequal labor shares in recognition of the
continuing inequality of labor power. With the development of production
and diminishing division of labor, labor would become a “joy” instead of a
“burden” for all, and it would be possible to change to “distribution
according to need” as the form appropriate for communism.

In short, based on their analysis of capitalist development, Marx and
Engels hypothesized dialectically a future economy that would be
behaviorally cooperative rather than competitive, with central coordination
(as long) as needed, oriented at meeting common human needs rather than
individual profit objectives. Essential for this state of relations would be the
appropriation of all means of production to all people collectively. A more
limited socialization and the preservation of competition in any sphere a la
Duhring would be incompatible with it:

There will therefore be rich and poor economic communes, and the
leveling out takes place through the population crowding into the rich



communes and leaving the poor ones. Thus although Herr Diihring
wants to eliminate competition in products between the individual
communes by means of the national organisation of trade, he calmly
allows competition among the producers to continue. Things are
removed from the sphere of competition, but men remain subject to it.

In any case the economic commune has instruments of labor at its
disposal for the purpose of production. How is this production carried
on? Judging by all Herr Duhring has told us, precisely as in the past,
except that the commune takes the place of the capitalists. The most
we are told is that for the first time everyone will be free to choose his
occupation, and that there will be equal obligation to work.

We have already seen that Duhringian economics comes down to the
following proposition: the capitalist mode of production is quite good
and can remain in existence, but the capitalist mode of distribution is
evil and must disappear. We now find that Herr Duhring’s
“socialitarian” system is nothing more than the application of this
principle in fantasy.*

Lenin endorsed the Marx-Engels vision of the future in his Notebook:
Marxism on the State and in The State and Revolution.” Although he was
preoccupied with the future of the state in these writings, he followed Marx
and Engels in relating its “withering away” to changes in the economic
base, in production and distribution, which were to be induced by the
complete socialization of all means of production after capitalism had
created the preconditions. He demanded the “strictest” social and state
control of labor and consumption during the transition to ultimate
communism, and he outdid Marx and Engels in making light of the
managerial problems involved in this process, under the influence of
revolutionary optimism in 1917:

Given these economic premises [of universal literacy, of the “training
and disciplining” of the labor force, etc.] it i1s quite possible, after the
overthrow of the capitalists and bureaucrats, to proceed immediately,
overnight, to supersede them in the control of production and
distribution, in the work of keeping account of labor and products by
the armed workers, by the whole of the armed population. (The



question of control and accounting must not be confused with the
question of the scientifically trained staff of engineers, agronomists
and so on. These gentlemen are working today and obey the
capitalists; they will work even better tomorrow and obey the armed
workers.)

Accounting and control—that is the main thing required for the
“setting up” and correct functioning of the first phase of communist
society. All citizens are transformed into the salaried employees of the
state, which consists of the armed workers. A4/l citizens become
employees and workers of a single national state “syndicate.” All that
is required is that they should work equally—do their proper share of
the work—and get paid equally. The accounting and control necessary
for this have been simplified by capitalism to an extreme and reduced
to the extraordinarily simple operations—which any literate person can
perform—of checking and recording, knowledge of the four rules of
arithmetic, and issuing receipts.

When the majority of the people begin independently and
everywhere to keep such accounts and maintain such control over the
capitalists (now converted into employees) and over the intellectual
gentry who preserve their capitalist habits, this control will really
become universal, general, national: and there will be no way of
getting away from it, there will be “nowhere to go.” The whole of
society will have become a single office and a single factory with
equality of labor and equality of pay.°

Lenin did not go beyond the problem of control in this context.
Moreover, his statement may imply that the appropriate forms of national
economic planning and direction of production were largely technical
issues, to be addressed by the “scientifically trained staff” referred to in the
quotation, which would include the managerial personnel of the formerly
capitalistic enterprises and state. The development, for example, of wartime
economic planning in imperial Germany under von Neurath and of
“scientific management” in America by Taylor and others impressed him as
relevant advances in this perspective, just as Marx had attributed positive
value to piece work. The constructs of Proudhon, Duhring, and others, with
their inklings of “market socialism,” apparently did not concern him at all.



The Soviet Experience

Soon after the October Revolution, the transition to socialism began to
appear much more complicated and protracted. In backward circumstances
that did not fit Lenin’s earlier premises and which had been aggravated by
years of war, the newly formed Soviets were not very successful in keeping
accounts and controlling production and distribution. For this reason, the
move to natural economy under War Communism appeared retrospectively
as an excessive advance, even though it had served to achieve victory in the
field under chaotic conditions. The great sacrifices that War Communism
had imposed on the supporters and prospective beneficiaries of the
revolution could not go on for long. Since natural economy evidently could
not alleviate these burdens and improve the living of both workers and
peasants notably soon, its institution had to be reinterpreted as a premature
event, which had to be reversed.

The proper step back was not a return to bourgeois democracy and
unrestricted capitalism, Lenin argued, but the adoption of a New Economic
Policy (NEP) under Soviet state capitalistic auspices.” He called for the
restoration of commodity relations in order to reactivate performance
incentives among the remnant nonproletarian classes, and especially among
the peasants, who accounted for the majority of the Russian population.
This return to market economy was to be accomplished, however, without
reprivatization of the principal means of production. In particular, land was
to remain fully nationalized while the peasant proprietors were to be
accorded part of the surplus:

Why must we replace surplus appropriation by a tax? Surplus
appropriation implied confiscation of all surpluses and establishment
of a compulsory state monopoly. We could not do otherwise, for our
need was extreme. Theoretically speaking, state monopoly is not
necessarily the best system from the standpoint of the interests of
socialism. A system of taxation and free exchange can be employed as
a transitional measure in a peasant country possessing an industry—if
this industry is running—and if there is a certain quantity of goods
available.

The exchange is an incentive, a spur to the peasant. The proprietor
can and will surely make an effort in his own interest when he knows



that all his surplus produce will not be taken away from him and that
he will only have to pay a tax, which should whenever possible be
fixed in advance. The basic thing is to give the small farmer an
incentive and a spur to till the soil. We must adapt our state economy
to the economy of the middle peasant, which we have not managed to
remake in three years and will not be able to remake in another ten.*

The manufactured goods demanded by the peasants in exchange for their
reprivatized surplus could not be provided adequately at once by “large-
scale socialist state industry,” which remained seriously impaired by the
war. Increases in their supply therefore depended in part on the restoration
of various forms of “small industry” and trade that matched small-scale
farming in terms of development.

Lenin understood and accepted in 1921 that this “revival of the petty
bourgeoisie and of capitalism on the basis of some freedom of trade (if only
local)” would last for some time. Instead of permitting it to proliferate
uncontrolled, however, he proposed to ‘“channel it into state capitalism”
which he considered economically possible. Two avenues in particular
appeared promising to him: Concessions to foreign capitalists were to bring
much needed capital and technology for the development of large-scale
industry, which would reduce supply problems, gradually displace small-
scale producers, and eventually become the property of the Soviet state.
Fostering “cooperative capitalism,” that is, the cooperative organization of
small-scale producers and traders, would facilitate “accounting, control,
supervision and the establishment of contractual relations between the state
(in this case the Soviet state) and the capitalist.””

Channeling capitalistic activities in these and other ways'® could not and
was not meant to preclude that the restoration of commodity relations
would affect practically all parts of Russia’s economy. State enterprises
were to be put on a profit basis and become competitive. The consequent
reemer-gence of conflicts of interest between management and labor would
necessitate revisions in the role of the trade unions in the state enterprise
sector.'" Above all, state administrative regulations and practices needed to
be reformed drastically to assure the effective implementation of the new
policies.'

Although the return to commodity production and capitalist management
practice was thus nearly all-pervasive, the NEP did not ever figure as a
permanent retreat in Lenin’s thinking. Instead, Soviet state capitalism



became an intermediate phase during the transition from early capitalist or
even precapitalist formations to socialism, which the Second Congress of
the Communist International had declared possible elsewhere as well."> As
an alternative to private capitalism, it had to phase out like the latter in
response to the development of the productive forces and their
concentration in ever larger organizations of production, which in imperial
Germany, for example, had given rise to bourgeois state capitalism.'*

For this reason, Lenin proclaimed that “Communism is Soviet power plus
the electrification of the whole country”® and called further for the
formulation of an Integrated Economic Plan for Russia’s technical
transformation along lines initiated with the Plan for the Electrification of
the RSFSR.'® In addition, however, he considered it possible that “the
cooperative policy, if successful, will result in raising the small economy
and in facilitating its transition, within an indefinite period, to large-scale
production on the basis of voluntary association” without specification of
the technical requisites. Accordingly, “cooperative trade is more
advantageous and useful than private trade not only for the above-
mentioned reasons, but also because it facilitates the association and
organization of millions of people, and eventually of the entire population,
and this in turn is an enormous gain from the standpoint of the subsequent
transition from state capitalism to socialism.”"’

On the eve of Lenin’s incapacitation in early 1923, the impact of the NEP
had become apparent. Consumer goods production and living conditions
were improving notably thanks to the restoration of market economy, but
profiteering, speculation, and other objectionable petty bourgeois
transgressions were flourishing as well. The foreign capitalists’ interest in
concessions was disappointingly limited, and the domestic small producers’
attraction to cooperatives was far from encouraging. The latter fact moved
Lenin to conclude that the step back had been too great:

We went too far when we introduced NEP, but not because we attached
too much importance to the principle of free enterprise and trade—we
went too far because we lost sight of the cooperatives, because we now
underrate the cooperatives, because we are already beginning to forget
the vast importance of the cooperatives from the above two points of
view. '



To provide more incentive for joining a cause during its infancy, Lenin
insisted that the cooperatives be favored politically and privileged
financially. Yet he also predicted that in addition to this support, it would
take a “veritable revolution,” a “period of cultural development,” a “distinct
historical epoch” of at least one or two decades to transform the entire
population into genuine cooperators. Eventually, however, “and given social
ownership of the means of production, given the class victory of the
proletariat over the bourgeoisie, the system of civilized cooperators is the
system of socialism.”"”

The “epoch” of state capitalism and the NEP came to an end in Russia
long before this cultural revolution could be achieved. To accelerate the
transition to socialism once more, Stalin forced the institution of state
planning and the collectivization of farming—with predictions of
economies of scale that generally failed to materialize in the circumstances.
The market sphere contracted sharply as a consequence. But it did not
disappear altogether:

[T]he state disposes only of the product of the state enterprises, while
the product of the collective farms being their property, is disposed of
only by them. But the collective farms are unwilling to alienate their
product except in the form of commodities, in exchange for which they
desire to receive the commodities they need. At present the collective
farms will not recognize any other economic relation with the town
except the commodity relation—exchange through purchase and sale.
Because of this, commodity production and trade are as much a
necessity with us today as they were thirty years ago, say, when Lenin
spoke of the necessity of developing trade to the utmost.

Of course, when instead of the two basic production sectors, the
state sector and the collective-farm sector, there will be only one all-
embracing production sector, with the right to dispose of all the
consumer goods produced in the country, commodity circulation, with
its “money economy,” will disappear, as being an unnecessary element
in the national economy.*’

Needless to add, this limited justification of commodity production
ignored the more fundamental reason for its preservation in all spheres,
which Stalin rejected explicitly in his comments on the law of value under
socialism.?’ Marx and Engels had tied the emergence of communism to an



advanced state of development of the productive forces, which would
assure the requisite equality of labor power and abundance of products for
distribution according to need. Until then, scarcity would prevail and call
for rational (scarcity-conscious) allocation everywhere.

The Western Academic Debate

Until the Russian revolution gave it empirical relevance, the organization of
production under socialism was a highly esoteric topic that attracted
assorted political visionaries but few academic economists. The German
Verein fiir Sozialpolitik debated the issue of socialization for the first time in
1919, when it was a popular political demand in the wake of the lost war.
Proponents of the capitalist market system who favored various social
reforms argued then as well as at other times that national economic
planning and centralized management would probably involve a return to
natural economy, organizational diseconomies of scale, work incentive
problems, public costs in excess of public benefits and other negative
consequences, which would assure the lower productivity and the lesser
efficiency of socialism. Most academic socialists agreed with these
assertions and joined in the verdict as it applied to the Soviet case. Emil
Lederer, for example, held:

In the most favorite case, when the creation of goods would not
experience interruptions and reductions, when the manufacture of
means of production would be assured, this method nevertheless
would lead to natural economy, viz. to the guarantee of minima. In this
bolshevism fatally resembles war economy, and because it has existed
until now historically only in a state of war, it leads to regulated
autarky; in a state of political peace, it would have to lead to worker
mercantilism. Nowhere are its operating conditions such as to enable it
to really organize the national economy as a whole. In the contest with
the economic machine of international capitalism, which would remain
superior for the time being (and which would have the tendency to
checkmate it), it therefore would have to succumb or to try to offset
capitalism’s lead by mercantilistic measures. The method of
bolshevism is that of an isolated socialism.*



Lederer and others, however, did not accept the proposition that any
comprehensive systemic modification would by necessity entail sacrifices
of efficiency and wealth. Those with social democratic leanings and an
affinity to Marxian thought advocated instead alternative forms of
socialization, notably that of managerial power through the institution of
codetermination or industrial democracy. Others, especially scholars in
Britain and the United States who were more firmly rooted in Marshallian
economics, took up the contention of Ludwig von Mises that “a socialist
economy must fail because the absence of a free market and a price system
would preclude the application of any economic criteria. Against them,
others, such as Mr. Dickinson, have proclaimed the possibility of combining
a socialist economy with a price-system: a combination which, it is alleged,
would provide superior criteria of costs and of demand to those which rule
in a capitalist world.””

The responses of Oskar Lange, Abba Lerner, and others generated a
prolonged debate that eventually established to most everyone’s—though
not to Mises’—satisfaction that it was conceivable and perhaps practicable
to have a system in which all means of production were owned publicly but
allocated competitively, like all other factors and products. Workers and
managers of socialized enterprises would be expected and instructed to act
like their forebears under capitalism as utility and profit maximizing price
takers. Wages and prices would be determined through market interactions,
which perhaps could be simulated by a planning board or left to occur in
actuality. The returns to socialized capital and the profits of socialist
enterprises would fund additional investment as well as a “social dividend”
that would pay for the collective consumption of cultural, educational, and
health services. Aggregate public investment and collective consumption
would be decided by the Central Planning Board.

There were arguments over whether it was reasonable to assume that a
socialist manager could effectively replace a capitalist entrepreneur,
whether this was indeed the alternative, whether the planning of prices
would be any easier than the planning of product quantities, whether the
socialist market—simulated or actual-—could be more “perfect” than the
capitalist market with its concentration of power, uncertainty about the
future, and so forth. The positions taken on all of these issues reflected in
the end conflicting ideological commitments. Libertarians, like Marxists,
presumed a correspondence between forms of ownership and forms of



organization that made capitalism and a market economy as inseparable
from each other as socialism and a centrally planned economy. By negating
this link, “market socialists” came into conflict with both.

Unlike the libertarians, socialists of orthodox Marxist or Marxist-Leninist
persuasion paid little attention to this tour de force then. A few academics
in the West, notably Dobb, questioned the neoclassical premises of the
argument.” To the Soviets, of course, the construct had to appear as
anathema, comparable to the aberrations of Proudhon and of Duhring,
which Oskar Lange had to recant when he returned to Poland after the
Second World War.

The Expansion of the Soviet System

The establishment of additional people’s republics in Eastern Europe and in
East Asia after the Second World War put the Soviet Union’s “advanced
experiences” with socialist transformation to a second test. All of these
countries followed the standard pattern which the Soviets had refined
through their trials and errors along the road, with few organizational
modifications and with variations primarily in their timing of the same
transitional steps. Although lip service was paid at first to “national roads to
socialism” in recognition of cultural particularities, practically all active
proponents of deviations from the Soviet course soon lost their political
positions and influence everywhere but in Yugoslavia. Uprisings in East
Germany, Poland, and Hungary did little to change the course; far-reaching
managerial reforms followed in Hungary much later. In the Soviet Union,
interest in Khrushchev’s administrative reforms and Liberman’s
reorganization proposals was short-lived. Moreover, the Soviets’ reaction to
the “Prague Spring” indicated subsequently that in their dominant opinion,
the approved road to socialism remained narrowly defined and prescribed.
Among the newcomers, Mao’s China appeared at first as a model student
of Marxism-Leninism and Soviet precedents, in spite of its unusual
revolutionary history. The essentials of the Soviet system of socialized
ownership of the means of production and centralized management of the
economy were instituted during an extremely brief period of seven years.”
The added intermediate phase of people’s democracy, which—Ilike Soviet
state capitalism—allowed for the transitory existence not only of individual
small-scale production in agriculture and handicraft industry but also of



traditional retail trade and service establishments, with more limited state
ownership and planning, was cut short, contrary to earlier anticipations and
pronouncements.

The acceleration of China’s socialist transformation halfway through the
First Five-Year Plan period appeared to be rational on certain premises. If
social change was to set free productive forces, economic development in
excess of the forecast could be attributed to people’s ideological progress
beyond previous expectations, which could be taken to justify even more
reorganization in turn, notably the Socialist High Tide in 1956 and the
formation of rural people’s communes in 1958. The attribution, of course,
could be mistaken. Significant exaggerations of such improvements, which
had to become visible in unexpected performance problems for no other
evident reason, could be corrected correspondingly by appropriate steps
back in organization, such as the adjustments of 1957 and the return to a
similar pattern during the Three Hard Years.*

There were differences of opinion about the correct interpretation of real
accomplishments and the speed at which the socialist transformation should
be carried out, about the appropriate degree of administrative integration or
centralization in planning and management, and so forth. Until the fiasco of
the Great Leap Forward and the formation of the rural people’s communes
were induced in this way, however, there appeared little disagreement about
the systemic prototype and the proper directions of change.”’ This became
evident especially in the response to Tito’s Yugoslavia during its departure
from the soviet path. The dismantling of the collectives in favor of
reprivatized small-scale farms, crafts, and trades, the transformation of
large-scale enterprises into communally (municipally) owned and worker-
managed entities, and the reduction of state planning, direction, and control
were in the Soviet view “Proudhonist” aberrations. By reinforcing self-
seeking behavior in individual as well as in collective units and by
reintroducing the anarchy of the market place, the reforms jeopardized
progress toward “true” socialism in the near future.

Unlike the Soviets and many Chinese state planners, Mao Zedong was
not opposed to limitations on the bureaucratic process, decentralization, and
the masses’ involvement in management.”® But he propagated such changes
in the context of an effort to move beyond socialism toward communism,
away from the market and competition to more comprehensive cooperation
and emulation, away from permanent division of labor and state domination



to “work for the sake of working” in both production and administration,
away from “distribution according to labor” to “distribution according to
need.” Moreover, he expected this simply fundamentalist vision of social
change to become reality in most unlikely technical circumstances,
beginning with the Great Leap Forward. The Soviets expressed their
consternation and disagreement through charges of “voluntarism” and leftist
deviation.”

The campaigns of 1958—-1959, waged as a “war to conquer nature” that
obviously could not be won, gave rise to disruptions and disasters not
unlike those encountered under War Communism in Soviet Russia. To cope
with these unintended consequences and the people’s demoralization,
rehabilitative measures in the spirit of the NEP were needed. The first step
back in Mao’s China was a return not to individual farming and largely free
markets but to the organizational arrangements of the First Five-Year Plan
period, in fact if not fully in name. Central planning functions were restored
and indeed strengthened. The rural people’s communes remained in
existence but shrank in size and delegated most of their functions in
production and distribution to the former cooperatives. Collective
consumption was once again restricted in the main to health, education, and
welfare services. Private plots and farm markets reappeared, individual
material incentive regained importance in the state enterprise sector, and so
on.

The reversion to soviet-type planning evidently helped to regenerate
China’s economic growth. Yet it also reactivated previous concerns that by
design, this system could not achieve adequate allocative efficiency. On the
eve of the Socialist High Tide of 1956, critics of the accelerated transition
therefore had argued for the continuation of “people’s democratic” forms of
state capitalism and NEP-like policies until the productive forces could
develop to the advanced state that the move to socialist relations of
production required, according to Marx-Engels and even Lenin. After their
premature institution by this criterion, the objection appeared in a new and
more fundamental form. So long as the productive forces had yet to develop
fully, there would be scarcity and therefore need for scarcity-conscious or
rational resource use, irrespective of the form of appropriation of the means
of production. Sun Yefang in particular, who had pioneered this
interpretation of the Law of Value during the late 1950s, derived from it



reform proposals that recommended as the appropriate form of organization
a variant of market socialism, generally speaking.*’

In the Maoist view, which rejected this interpretation as a “bourgeois”
aberration, Sun’s call constituted a more substantial and more consequential
step back toward capitalism. Against it, the “proletarian line” reasserted the
primacy of the social relations of production and social consciousness. In
explaining the obvious failure of the leap to yield the predicted results,
attention was shifted from the limited production possibilities to the failure
of the masses and especially of their cadres to demonstrate the ideological
progress that had been expected of them. So long as this expectation was
upheld as justified, there consequently was cause for a campaign to raise the
people’s consciousness so that it would match the socialist institutions—
rather than for institutional retrogression to fit their less developed state of
mind, irrespective of the state of the productive forces.

The Maoist view prevailed.”’ The Socialist Education Campaign and
even more so the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution were instituted to
bring about this ideological uplift and adaptation, by all indications to little
avail. As a consequence, however, soviet-type socialism persisted, and
alternative forms of organization remained anathema for more than a
decade.

The Space for Doctrinal Innovation

This cursory review suggests that in Marxist-Leninist thought as well as in
soviet-type practice, the organization of production under socialism has
remained unchanged in its fundamentals most everywhere until recently.
The efficacy of socializing all means of production, centralizing the
planning, direction, and control of all economic activities, and distributing
according to labor in order to eliminate commodity production has been
disputed from the beginning. But the arguments in favor of more limited
cooperation, market socialism, worker management, and so forth were
ignored or dismissed because they came from outsiders such as “bourgeois
vulgar economists” or from comrades who were accused of various rightist
aberrations for waging them. In the extreme, Tito’s Yugoslavia broke with
Stalin’s Russia over this issue, and Mao destroyed Liu Shaoqi.

In view of this evident orthodoxy, anyone claiming adherence to the
creed and camp has very little latitude in modifying the organization of



production. The principal opportunities for doctrinal innovation within the
confines established by Marx, Engels, Lenin, Stalin, and the earlier Mao
appear to be as follows:

First, it is possible to argue that because the proper correspondences
between the social relations of production and the productive forces were
ignored or misperceived in the past, social change outpaced economic
development so that not only the initiation of the movement toward
communism during the Great Leap Forward but even the preceding
acceleration of the socialist transformation occurred prematurely. The
correction of this “leftist” error would call for the retrogression to “people’s
democratic” relations of production, which would permit the restitution of
individual small-scale farming, manufacturing, and commerce, the
reintroduction of joint state-private ventures, the reopening of factor and
product markets, and the restriction of state activities in planning, directing,
and controlling the operations of all kinds of enterprises, as well as the
transactions between them.

Because of the target value of socialism, such a retrogression may have
to occur in fact more than in name. Just as the rural people’s communes
were deprived of most of their systemic functions long before they were
abolished, so the collective ownership of land may be preserved formally
while it is being eroded substantially by the introduction of tenancy-like
responsibility contracts, which may even be viewed as forms of piece work
representing distribution according to labor. Correspondingly, the nominal
ownership of an enterprise by the entire people may become more and more
of a fiction as its profit becomes increasingly the benefit of its labor force
and thus comparable to cooperative earnings.

In support of such semantic variations, it is possible to argue in addition
that particular institutions or organizational instruments need not have the
same significance in different social systems. Just as Engels noted and
Lenin stressed that the socialist state was really unlike the capitalist state
because of its performance of communal functions,* so it could be said, for
example, that the socialist market is unlike the capitalist market in that it
allows commodity production not to accommodate the private acquisition
of surplus value but to facilitate the satisfaction of human needs under
conditions of distribution according to labor.”* Moreover, the change in
meaning could be indicated by a new label, in analogy to Engels’ proposal
to call the future state Gemeinwesen or commune.



Further, numerous managerial devices and procedures could be treated as
purely technical instruments which are essentially part of the productive
forces, irrespective of the social context within which they were first used.
Shorn of their capitalistic trappings and possibly renamed to fit the new
system, they may be accepted as instrumental to the development of
socialism so long as they enhance the efficiency of production and
distribution. Like piece work, “scientific management,” and material
balances planning before, and like the interest rate, which was reintroduced
after Stalin’s death as the coefficient of relative effectiveness in investment
decisions, the organization and rules of economic decision making as
formulated by Oskar Lange and others and approximated, to cite one
instance, by Hungary’s “new economic mechanism” (NEM) could be
adopted as promising state-of-the-art techniques for conditions of scarcity
and scarcity consciousness which the founding fathers could or would not
envisage.**

To remain within the fold, of course, anyone making any or all of the
preceding points would have to stress as well their temporary, transitory
significance. Contrary to Maoist charges, the return to previous relations of
production would not be the first step on the road to capitalism but a
remedial measure. It therefore would not affect the expectation that the
development of the productive forces eventually will create the conditions
for a transition to full-fledged socialism and then communism, which will
pose anew the problems of complete cooperative integration, work for the
sake of working, and distribution according to need. That future world of
emerging abundance may have little use for scarcity economics. But that
will have to be decided then, the revised expectation being that “then” will
be many years away.

The Justification of Reform in Post-Mao China

The economic reforms that were initiated during the late 1970s had to be
explained in Marxist-Leninist terms, with due attention to Mao Zedong
Thought—or at least the part of it that appeared to fit the new circumstances
and revised perceptions. The indications are that such explanations were
given generally within the frame of reference outlined above. Many of the
planners and theorists who had been advocates of the 1961-1965 reforms
and who therefore had been branded by Mao’s protagonists as “rightists” at



the beginning of the Cultural Revolution, now took aim at the “leftist”
transgressions of Lin Biao and the Gang of Four as stand-ins for the
inviolate Mao, within the same doctrinal context.

The reformers’ contentions are nevertheless difficult to summarize.
Whereas they all agreed that the changes in organization had gone too far,
there was much less consensus on when, where, and how mistakes had been
made that needed to be corrected. Moreover, the calls for and justifications
of successive changes appeared gradually, as effective support for ever
more far-reaching modifications could be mustered. The most
comprehensive statements on the issues, which appeared quite early in
order to give direction to the reorientation, are therefore likely to be
outdated in numerous details.

Xue Mugqiao, perhaps the most authoritative and prolific pen on the
subject,’” noted in 19801981 that the socialist transformation was carried
out at too great a speed, especially during the “socialist high tide” of 1956.
Yet he also accepted that result as a fait accompli. Instead of a return to
people’s democracy, he envisaged a more limited step back by dividing the
first phase of communism into two subphases of less developed and more
developed socialism, the former characterized by the coexistence of
ownership by the whole people with collective ownership.

Xue thereby left little room for the resurgence of individual enterprises
and of joint state-private ventures with foreign capitalists, which he
acknowledged as helpful and nonthreatening a few years later, in words
reminiscent of Lenin’s advocacy of Soviet state capitalism.”® But he
justified the need for renewed commodity production more broadly than
Stalin had conceived it.*” In addition, he implied on orthodox Marxist
grounds a long duration of this “immature” phase of socialism by stressing
that the full socialization of all means of production and the uniform
application of the principle of “equal pay for equal work™ everywhere
would require the elevation of technology, productivity, and income in
collective agricultural production to the levels common in state-operated
industries.

Ownership entitling to management, Xue noted the principal difference
between the loci of managerial authority in the collective and the fully
socialized sectors and charged that this facet had often been ignored in past
practice. Instead of the previous unified planning of all activities, he
proposed for the collective sector state guidance, coordination, and



education in combination with market manipulation through price and tax
policies to reconcile differences of interest between the collectives or their
members and the state. In the fully socialized sector, he objected to the
“undue emphasis on centralized leadership” along Soviet lines, which
stymied the opportunities and incentives for grass-roots initiatives, and
suggested instead in a more organistic perspective the delegation of more
authority to the enterprises as well as the “democratization” of its exercise,
without being specific.

Given that the survival of the collective sector as well as division of and
distribution according to labor also necessitated the continuation of
commodity exchange, Xue argued for an appropriate restructuring of the
planning institutions and procedures. Bureaucratic forms of allocation
should be simplified at least and replaced by market relations between
enterprises whenever practicable, even in the exchange of producer goods
between state enterprises. Instead of balancing supply and demand by
decree through rationing and other means, which had been wasteful and
ineffective, flexible prices should be used to reconcile society’s needs and
production possibilities. Because of their incentive functions, commodity
prices could be expected to tend toward their values, that is, the socially
necessary labor time expended on them.

To economize the use of labor time and increase its productivity, Xue
advocated numerous improvements in distribution according to labor. The
wage system in state enterprises, which had been affected by the egalitarian
policies of the past, needed to be restructured so that it would provide
incentive to work more and better, to improve skills, and so forth.
Appropriate changes were more piece work, better bonuses, greater skill
differentials, and total enterprise achievement. Corresponding changes were
advisable in the determination of collective earnings shares, including the
resort to labor quotas under responsibility contracts. In addition, state
enterprises needed some freedom to hire and fire, and the people some
freedom to choose their jobs. But there was no call for a labor market in
analogy to the product sphere, in spite of the evidence of waste of talent
through bureaucratic allocation.

With properly manipulated prices and wages, it would be possible, in
Xue’s opinion, to rely on the enterprises to use their authority correctly,
especially if additional incentive were provided in the form of a profit
share. Profits would have to be determined carefully in this case by



deducting “differential rents” attributable to resource endowments, and by
charging interest on the funds invested by the state. In addition, it would be
necessary to reform enterprise leadership so that the role of the party
committee would be limited to political and ideological work while the
director, chief engineer, and treasurer would be more personally responsible
for production and business operations, under the supervision of a newly
formed workers’ congress.

In such circumstances, the state, according to Xue, would still prepare a
unified plan. But this document would be much more the result of
projections at lower levels, and it would be implemented much more by
indirect measures than before. The plan’s objective should be maintenance
of economic stability while competition served to improve allocative
efficiency, he added recently in terms familiar to Western economics:
“While it is necessary to exercise macroeconomic control, it is also
necessary to leave as much leeway as possible for microeconomic
activities.”®

Xue’s emphasis on the use of regulation through the market conflicted
with proposals that concentrated solely on administrative reforms, either by
restoring a purer variant of the Soviet system of centralized decision
making or by delegating much more authority to lower administrative
divisions a la Khrushchev. Evidently, the arguments in favor of more
market economy prevailed,” with consequences that were difficult to
imagine even five years ago and may have caused some initial advocates,
such as Chen Yun, to revise their position.*

Conclusion

This review has shown that the Marxist classics were quite explicit in
defining socialism as a behaviorally cooperative system with fully
socialized means of production, national economic planning under state
direction instead of commodity economy, and distribution according to
labor. Any Chinese Communist claiming adherence to Marxism-Leninism
and Mao Zedong Thought has to respect this vision. If he also wishes to
retain or reintroduce competitive elements into the allocative process,
which the market socialists have shown to be conceivable and perhaps
practicable, he has to argue that the state of development of the productive
forces does not yet call for socialism as defined by Marx and Engels. Any



attempt to realize it and begin to move on toward communism is therefore
premature and doomed to failure. More advisable is the transitory
preservation or return to earlier forms of organization, which allow for
competitive behavior as a response appropriate to scarcity and scarcity
consciousness. Without questioning the October Revolution once it had
taken place, Lenin himself followed this line of reasoning when he
advocated the NEP in the Soviet Union and the fundamentals of people’s
democracy as an additional intermediate phase. The present Chinese
leadership as represented by Xue argues in the same vein that the socialist
transformation is a fait accompli in a sense, but that there are two phases of
socialism to be distinguished, the first “immature” one requiring both
planning and the market as organizational instruments. Like Lenin at the
time of the NEP, when he talked about an “epoch,” the Chinese now
envisage that this first phase will require a long gestation period. Of course,
such predictions may be revised in the future. They have been in the past.
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MARX, MAO, AND DENG ON THE
DIVISION OF LABOR IN HISTORY

Maurice Meisner

The subdivision of a labour is the assassination of a people.
—Karl Marx

It is no longer fashionable, either in the official circles of Beijing or in the
conventional circles of Western scholarship, to take Mao Zedong seriously
as a Marxist. Ten years after his death, Mao’s ideas (even if not yet his
physical remains and his historical image) have been safely put to rest,
some in the silence of the museum, others buried beneath layers of a new
orthodox ideological canon composed by his successors. Mao, of course, is
still officially portrayed as a great nationalist and revolutionary leader—but
only until the mid-1950s. The more critical ideas and theories he set forth
over the final two decades of his life, according to his official assessors,
suffer from “leftist,” “idealist,” and “Utopian” deviations—and thus might
best be forgotten.

Foreign scholars have proved eager to join, and embellish, Beijing’s
criticisms of Mao. Many Western observers who found so many virtues in
Maoism when Mao was alive now have come to see the errors of their ways
and hasten to laud China’s current leaders as true “Marxist materialists” and
“socialist democratizes.” Some who once praised Mao for formulating a
distinctive version of Marxism and forging a unique path of socialist
development today belatedly discover that he was simply “China’s Stalin,”
so much the easier then to ignore the questions Mao and Maoism posed,



questions they formerly regarded as matters of burning relevance for the
history of our time.

It would be interesting, if not necessarily instructive, to compare what
Western scholars now write about Mao with what they wrote during the
Maoist era. But such exegetical exercises, while tempting to perform, would
likely prove more useful for the study of the ideology of Western
scholarship than for the understanding of Mao’s Marxism. However that
may be, there clearly has been a great deal of “forgetting” of Mao’s ideas
over the past decade, as Arif Dirlik has observed. The cause of this amnesia
is not difficult to divine. For Mao, especially over the last twenty years of
his life, raised questions about the means and ends of socialism that are
profoundly unsettling for those who prize social normalcy, bureaucratic
rationality, and familiar processes of modernization. That easy equation
between Maoism and Stalinism buries such questions and thus proves
politically and intellectually comforting to conservative minds in this post-
Maoist era. But it is a historically false equation, no less so today than it
was generally recognized to be a decade ago. Mao, after all, did not convert
to Stalinism after his death. And it 1s thus time, as Dirlik has reminded us,
to reconsider seriously some of the broader issues that Mao raised, and to
bring an end to the decade-long ideological “suppression of memories of
Mao’s Marxism.”

A reconsideration of Mao Zedong’s Marxism does not call for an
uncritical celebration of his standing in the Marxist-Leninist theoretical
tradition, much less a celebration of his political practice. I long have
argued (and long before the advent of Deng Xiaoping) that Mao’s
departures from Marxism, both in theory and in practice, were enormous,
and that many of those departures were indeed “Utopian” in the
conventional Marxian sense of that term. I have also suggested that many of
these Utopian features of Maoism, however uneasily they rest with the
premises of Marxist theory, were necessary prerequisites for the making of
revolution in a modern Chinese historical situation where a revolution was
needed. Whatever the merits or deficiencies of that view, it would prove no
more fruitful now than it did in years gone by to indulge in scholastic
controversies over whether the distinctively “Maoist” features of Mao’s
version of Marxism were ideological heresies or creative innovations.
Happily, it is no longer the fashion to portray Mao Zedong as the twentieth-
century reincarnation of Karl Marx. But having been relieved of that



burden, we are by no means relieved of the responsibility of considering the
issues raised in Mao’s thought, and understanding their meaning for the
history of contemporary Chinese society and for the fate of Marxism in the
modern world.

Prominent among those issues was Mao’s concern with the social
consequences of the division of labor, especially as it manifests itself in
occupational specialization. This is a critical issue in any society, but
especially so for a rapidly modernizing country whose leaders profess to be
striving for socialist goals. Before turning to Mao’s concern and briefly
contrasting it with the concerns of his successors, it might be useful to
recall (for it 1s so often ignored or misunderstood) the central historical
importance assigned to the division of labor and occupational specialization
in the writings of Marx and Engels.

Classical Marxist Theory on the Division of Labor and
Occupational Specialization in History

History, for Karl Marx, was not simply the story of human progress. Indeed,
he held profoundly ambiguous attitudes about the “progressiveness” of
historical development. On the one hand, Marx viewed human beings
essentially as producers, and he thus placed a positive value on the
development of the productive resources of society. On the other hand, he
recognized that the development of productive forces exacted increasingly
heavy human and social costs, more and more separating human beings
from each other and from their own essential human selves. History was at
once the story of people’s productive achievements and the story of
people’s ever-increasing alienation in the world they built, the story of their
growing bondage to the social, material, and ideological products of their
own creation. In Marx’s view, in contrast to the positivist interpretation that
later was often imposed upon his views, economic and technological
progress in history did not necessarily translate itself into human and social
progress. As Engels put it, “every advance is likewise a relative
regression.””

This irony of history is nowhere more apparent than in Marx’s treatment
of the division of labor. The social division of labor is essential for creating
the necessary material conditions for human life; yet it is also the principal



evil in history, the major cause of all forms of antagonism, conflict,
alienation, and enslavement. The dual function of the division of labor is
emphasized throughout the writings of Marx. In his early philosophical
manuscripts, Marx refers to the division of labor both as “a major driving
force in the production of wealth” and as the source of an “estranged and
alienated form of human activity.” And in Capital, to take but one of
innumerable examples, he writes: “If, therefore, on the one hand, it [the
division of labor] presents itself historically as progress and as a necessary
phase in the economic development of society, on the other hand, it is a
refined and civilized method of exploitation.” The capitalist division of
labor, he notes, begets surplus value (or what bourgeois economists prefer
to call “social wealth™), but it does so only “by crippling the individual
labourers.” Thus the division of labor, however economically efficacious
throughout most of human history, stands condemned as a barrier to human
liberation. Communism, the realization of humankind’s leap to the realm of
freedom, therefore demands the abolition of the division of labor, or at least
its abolition in all the forms in which until now it has historically been
known. As Marx proclaims in Critique of the Gotha Program, the advent of
the higher phase of communist society will bring to a definitive end “the
enslaving subordination of the individual to the division of labour.”

Yet how can the Marxian demand for the abolition of the division of
labor be accomplished? How can a social device that has been essential for
yielding the material conditions for human existence be done away with? If
the division of labor is inherently evil, and the primary source of most
social evils, is it not a necessary evil, necessary for the maintenance of
human life itself? Thus is not the call for the abolition of the division of
labor the most Utopian of all Marxist goals—and “Utopian” in the
conventional sense, which is to say, impossible in principle?

Marxist theory does not readily yield answers to these questions. But
insofar as answers can be found, they must be sought in Marx’s analysis of
the qualitative transformation of the processes of production and the
character of the division of labor wrought by modern capitalism. For
understanding that transformation, it is necessary to review, albeit very
briefly and superficially, Marx’s lengthy discussion of the role of the
division of labor in historical development.

The division of labor, for Marx, is a universal fact of human history,
characteristic of every known mode of production, whether it be a self-



sufficient communal village or a highly developed commodity economy.’
The social division of labor originates in what Marx describes as a “natural”
and “‘spontaneous” fashion, called forth to satisfy elemental biological and
material needs. It initially “springs up naturally,” Marx writes, “on a purely
physiological foundation,” based on differences in sex and age.’ Indeed,
“the first division of labour is that between man and woman for child
breeding.”” But the division of labor, once in existence, begins to lose its
“natural” character (although it retains its “spontaneous” character well into
the capitalist age) and soon becomes the main source of social antagonism
and oppression. The sexual division of labor, originally an entirely natural
phenomenon, develops into “the antagonism between man and woman in
monogamian marriage,” which Engels identifies as “the first class
oppression”—that of women by men.® What Marx characterizes as “the
natural division of labour in the family” soon results in “the separation of
society into individual families opposed to another” and “the unequal
distribution, both quantitative and qualitative, of labour and its products.”
One consequence of this is private property, “the nucleus, the first form of
which lies in the family, where wife and children are the slaves of the
husband.”

The further development of the division of labor—propelled by such
factors as increases in population and the growth of commerce—soon finds
social expression in the emergence of caste and class divisions, and the
antagonism between them, the division between the owners of the means of
production and the immediate laborers, between the exploiters and the
exploited. It 1s “the law of the division of labour,” Engels writes, “which
lies at the root of the division of society into classes.”'’ And it is the
development of the division of labor, Marx and Engels argue, that is mainly
responsible for changes in modes of production. Thus an unchanging
division of labor, which Marx believed to be the central feature of societies
burdened by the ‘“Asiatic mode of production,” results in social and
historical stagnation.'" In the Western line of historical evolution, by
contrast, it has been a changing division of labor that brought changes in
modes of production—from antiquity to feudalism to capitalism. “The
various stages of the development of the division of labour,” Marx writes,
“are just so many different forms of ownership, i.e., the existing stage in the
division of labour determines also the relations of individuals to one another
with reference to the material, instrument, and product of labour.”"?



The development of the division of labor, while yielding new and
presumably more progressive modes of production,” also produces
regressive social tendencies and has dehumanizing effects on the people
upon whom it impinges. Among the negative consequences of the division
of labor, Marx and Engels particularly emphasize the division between
mental and manual labor and the antagonistic distinction between town and
countryside. The age-old division between mental and manual labor,'* ever
more intensified by an increasingly specialized division of labor, is seen as
stunting both the intellectual and physical development of the individual. A
no less odious result of the division of labor is the separation between town
and countryside. While the antagonism between town and country “runs
through the whole history of civilisation,” it becomes a prime social evil
only when the division of labor develops to the point where industrial and
commercial labor is separated from agricultural labor.”” The modern
historical importance Marx assigned to the phenomenon is suggested in the
following passage in Capital: “The foundation of every division of labor
that is well developed, and brought about by the exchange of commodities,
is the separation between town and country. It may be said that the whole
economic history of society is summed up in the movement of this
antithesis.”'® It is an antithesis for which the founding fathers of Marxism
reserved some of their strongest moral and social condemnations. In the
words of Marx: “The antagonism of town and country can only exist as a
result of private property. It is the most crass expression of the individual
under the division of labour, under a definite activity forced upon him—a
subjection which makes one man into a restricted town-animal, the other
into a restricted country-animal, and daily creates anew the conflict between
their interests.”’” And as Engels later wrote: “The first great division of
labour, the separation of town and country, condemned the rural population
to thousands of years of mental torpidity, and the people of the towns each
to subjection to his own individual trade. It destroyed the basis of the
intellectual development of the former and the physical development of the
latter.”'®

The two most general—and the most pernicious—results of the division
of labor are “alienated labor” (as Marx termed it in his early writings and
described it in appalling detail in his later writings, especially Capital) and
occupational specialization. These closely related phenomena, while present
in embryonic forms through most of human history, only fully reveal their



terrifying dehumanizing potential under the modern capitalist mode of
production. For capitalism, driven by a “werewolf hunger” for surplus
value, carries the division of labor to horrifying extremes."” Marx’s lengthy
analysis of the intensification of the division of labor that takes place as
medieval handicrafts production and the guild system are transformed into
the manufacturing system of early capitalism and then into the factory
system of the machine age is well known, and there is neither the need nor
the space to summarize that analysis here.”” What needs to be noted is that
Marx viewed the last of these stages, the advent of the factory system of the
machine age, as marking a qualitative transformation of the division of
labor and its social effects. The rise of the manufacturing system in early
capitalism, to be sure, marks an enormous change in the mode of
production, bringing as it does the old social division of labor to the
workshop itself and separating the laborer from his means of production,
and converting the latter into capital. But it is “big industry,” as Marx early
termed the modern factory system, that “took from the division of labour
the last semblance of its natural character.”' In the capitalist factory, Marx
writes, the old division of labor is “systematically re-moulded and
established in a more hideous form by capital, as a means of exploiting
labour-power. The lifelong speciality of handling one and the same tool
now becomes the life-long speciality of serving one and the same
machine.”” Modern industry, Marx continues, “sweeps away by technical
means the manufacturing division of labour, under which each man is
bound hand and foot for life to a single detail-operation. At the same time,
the capitalistic form of that industry reproduces this same division of labor
in a still more monstrous shape; in the factory proper, by converting the
workman into a living appendage of the machine.””

If the material results of capitalist production are impressive, the social
and human consequences are a ghastly tragedy. For the -capitalist
intensification of the division of labor in “hideous forms” and “monstrous
shape” creates what Marx calls “a social anarchy which turns every
economic progress into a social calamity.””* That calamity is first and most
obviously visited upon workers, for whom the capitalistic factory division
of labor spells total alienation and dehumanization. Marx’s description of
these dehumanizing effects in Capital are among the most chilling passages
to be found in all of modern literature, and they firmly link his early



concept of “alienated labor” to his “mature” critique of capitalism. Under
capitalist production, Marx says in his early manuscripts,

the worker sinks to the level of a commodity and becomes indeed the
most wretched of commodities The wretchedness of the worker is in
inverse proportion to the power and magnitude of his production. ...
The worker becomes all the poorer the more wealth he produces, the
more his production in creases in power and range. The worker
becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more commodities he creates.
With the increasing value of the world of things proceeds in direct
proportion the devaluation of the world of men ... the object which
labour produces—Ilabour’s product—confronts it as some thing alien,
as a power independent of the producer The alienation of the worker in
his product means not only that his labour becomes an object, an
external existence, but that it exists outside him, independently, as
something alien to him, and that it becomes a power of its own
confronting him; it means that the life which he has conferred on the
object confronts him as something hostile and alien.”

In Capital Marx writes that, for the worker, the factory division of labor

does away with the many-sided play of muscles, and confiscates every
atom of freedom, both in bodily and intellectual activity. The
lightening of labour, even, becomes a sort of torture, since the machine
does not free the labourers from work, but deprives the work of all
interest. ... It is not the workman that employs the instruments of
labour, but the instruments of labour that employ the workman. ... By
means of its conversion into an automaton, the instrument of labour
confronts the labourer, during the labour process, in the shape of
capital, of dead labour, that dominates and pumps dry living labour-
power.*

Marx leaves no doubt that this alien domination of the workers by the
products of their own labor, this debasement and fragmentation of the
individual human personality, this deprivation of all joy in work—these
modern forms of slavery—are to be attributed primarily to what he terms
“the evil effects of the division of labour.””” “As the chosen people bore in
their features the sign manual of Jehovah,” Marx remarked, “so division of



labour brands the manufacturing workman as the property of capital.”** He
goes on to write: “Some crippling of body and mind is inseparable even
from division of labour in society as a whole. Since, however, manufacture
carries this social separation of branches of labour much further, and also,
by its peculiar division, attacks the individual at the very roots of his life, it
is the first to afford the materials for, and to give a start to, industrial
pathology.””

If the division of labor was seen by Marx and Engels as the enemy of
human freedom, then it is hardly surprising that they leveled many of their
most impassioned critiques against occupational specialization—the most
ubiquitous and pernicious social manifestation of the capitalist division of
labor. For Marx it was inherent in the nature of human beings to strive to
become “all-round" individuals freely engaged in a vast variety of labors
and pursuits, to strive, as he put it in Capital, to become “the fully
developed individual, fit for a variety of labours, ready to face any change
of production, and to whom the different social functions he performs are
but so many modes of giving free scope to his own natural and acquired
powers.””” But this natural development of the human personality is
precluded by occupational specialization whereby, by virtue of economic
necessity and social custom, people are forced to spend the whole of their
lives engaged in one form of activity. This is particularly, and unnaturally,
the case under the capitalist mode of production, which develops and
enforces occupational specialization to an intolerable and inhumane degree.
That occupational specialization was viewed by Marx as but a refined form
of slavery is made clear in Capital, where he comments on how the
capitalist division of labor “seizes upon, not only the economic, but every
sphere of society, and everywhere lays the foundation of that all engrossing
system of specializing and sorting men, that development in a man of one
single faculty, at the expense of all other faculties, which caused A.
Ferguson, the master of Adam Smith, to exclaim: ‘We make a nation of
Helots, and have no free citizens.””!

The capitalist mania for specialization, Marx writes, “converts the
labourer into a crippled monstrosity, by forcing his detail dexterity at the
expense of a world of productive capabilities and instincts; just as in the
States of La Plata they butcher a whole beast for the sake of his hide or his
tallow. Not only is the detail work distributed to the different individuals,
but the individual himself is made the automatic motor of a fractional



operation, and the absurd fable of Menenius Agrippa, which makes man a
mere fragment of his own body, becomes realized.””* Marx observes that
“constant labour of one uniform kind disturbs the intensity and flow of a
man’s animal spirits, which find recreation and delight in mere change of
activity.” But such elemental human delight cannot be enjoyed by the
modern worker, “The one-sidedness and the deficiencies of the detail
labourer become perfections when he is part of the collective labourer. The
habit of doing only one thing converts him into a never failing instrument,
while his connection with the whole mechanism compels him to work with
the regularity of the parts of a machine.”””

It is not only the workers who are victimized and dehumanized by
occupational specialization, but the exploiting classes as well, whose
members, as Engels wrote, “are made subject, through the division of labor,
to the tool of their function: the empty-minded bourgeois to his own capital
and his own insane craving for profits; the lawyer to his fossilized legal
conceptions, which dominate him as an independent power; the ‘educated
classes’ in general to their manifold species of local narrow-mindedness
and one-sidedness, to their own physical and mental short-sightedness, to
their stunted growth due to their narrow specialized education and their
being chained for life to this specialized activity—even when this
specialized activity is merely to do nothing.”**

Marx’s classic statement of the tyranny of the division of labor as
manifested in the enslavement of occupational specialization—which, at the
same time, expresses his most idyllic vision of communism—is to be found
in The German Ideology. Under the division of labor, he observes,

each man has a particular, exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced
upon him and from which he cannot escape. He is a hunter, a
fisherman, a shepherd, or a critical critic, and must remain so if he
does not want to lose his means of livelithood; while in communist
society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity but each
can become accomplished in any branch he wishes, society regulates
the general production and thus makes it possible for me to do one
thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the
afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after dinner, just as I have
a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic.*



Thus the arrival of the future communist society demands an end to the
slavery of occupational specialization and the abolition of the division of
labor as a whole, at least the division of labor as it has been known in
history until now, a demand which Marx and Engels repeatedly emphasized
throughout their writings. As Engels put it: “It goes without saying that
society cannot free itself unless every individual is freed. The old mode of
production must therefore be revolutionized from top to bottom, and in
particular the former division of labor must disappear.”

The Marxist call for the abolition of the division of labor in all of its
forms and manifestations (including occupational specialization, alienated
labor, and the distinctions between town and countryside and between
mental and manual labor), however “Utopian” a goal this may appear at
first sight, is an entirely logical and necessary demand in light of the
premises of Marxist theory. For Marx, it should again be emphasized, began
with the proposition that human beings were essentially producers, that the
creative realization of their truly human potentialities, their true joys and
pleasures in life, resided not in the consumption of goods but rather in their
work—but work freely and creatively undertaken. The Marxian critique of
capitalism rests less on the inequities of capitalism as a mode of distribution
than on its inhumaneness as a mode of production.”’” Capitalism is
condemned primarily because it is an unnatural and dehumanizing way for
people to live their lives as producers, one that robs the workers not only of
the products of their labor but also of self-fulfillment in producing them.**
The primary sources of this alienated and dehumanizing form of labor are
the twin evils of occupational specialization and the division of labor, both
of which capitalism develops to monstrous extremes—and both of which
must be abolished if communism is to be realized.

The demand for the abolition of the division of labor does not imply the
end of social cooperation in production. What is to be abolished is in
voluntary labor, or “wage slavery,” as Marx called its predominant capitalist
form, which is to be replaced by productive activities freely undertaken and
collectively performed by the free association of producers. This new mode
of production, whereby, in Engels’ words, “productive labour will become a
pleasure instead of being a burden,”” which would distinguish the com
munist future, was seen by Marx and Engels not only as a moral imperative
but also as an economic and historical necessity. Modern industrial
technology, Marx believed, had made the existing division of labor—



inherited from the early manufacturing period—both economically and
socially outmoded, an anachronistic barrier to economic as well as human
progress. As Engels later summarized: “Nor is the abolition of the old
division of labour a demand which could be carried through to the
detriment of the productivity of labour. On the contrary. Thanks to modern
industry it has become a condition of production itself But while the
capitalist mode of employment of machinery necessarily perpetuates the old
division of labour with its fossilized specialization, although it has become
superfluous from a technical standpoint, the machinery itself rebels against
this anachronism.”*’

There is thus a material basis, indeed a material prerequisite, for the
abolition of the division of labor and its replacement by a communist
system of voluntary labor and socially cooperative production. Necessary
are both the technical requirements of modern productive forces and the
conditions (or potential conditions) of material abundance yielded by those
forces. As Marx writes, the end of “the enslaving subordination of the
individual to the division of labor” requires a society where “all the springs
of cooperative wealth flow more abundantly.”*' But this will not come
about through the development of productive forces alone. There are human
as well as economic preconditions, Marxism teaches, for the abolition of the
division of labor and the realization of communism. A society based on
voluntary labor and true social cooperation in production presupposes a
transformation of human nature that brings about people who regard labor
as “life’s prime want” and not simply a means of life. All history, Marx
says, “is but the continuous transformation of human nature,”* and thus the
new society presupposes the emergence of “new men” who will have
changed themselves in the process of changing their material and social
world through what Marx called “revolutionizing practice.”* In addition to
the technological conditions for material abundance, therefore, the abolition
of the division of labor and occupational specialization requires transformed
human beings who desire to work together to create not simply wealth but
“cooperative wealth.”

While original Marxist theory sets forth necessary historical prerequisites
(both material and human) for the abolition of the old division of labor, it
cannot be too strongly emphasized that Marx and Engels envisioned the
creation of a new communist mode of production as a lengthy historical
process, not as a sudden event that would occur at some distant time in the



future once all the economic preconditions had fully matured. Thus,
following a successful socialist revolution, they advocated immediate steps
to begin the process of abolishing the division of labor and to mitigate the
social consequences of occupational specialization. In the, Manifesto they
propose, once the proletariat achieves power, a number of initial, concrete
measures to begin “revolutionizing the mode of production.” These include
measures aimed at negating two of the more obvious manifestations of the
division of labor—the divisions between town and countryside and between
mental and manual labor. To bring about the “gradual abolition of the
distinction between town and country,” Marx and Engels propose a
“combination of agriculture with manufacturing industries” and “a more
equable distribution of the population over the country.” To begin to break
down the separation between mental and manual labor, they propose a
public school system based on the “combination of education with
industrial production.”*

In Capital, Marx discusses at length the need to combine education with
productive labor, to integrate mental and manual tasks. He notes, for
example, that “From the factory system budded, as Robert Owen has shown
us in detail, an education that will, in the case of every child over a given
age, combine productive labour with instruction and gymnastics, not only
as one of the methods of adding to the efficiency of production, but as the
only method of producing fully developed human beings.”* On the
desirability of combining education with work, he further comments: “there
can be no doubt that when the working-class comes into power, as
inevitably it must, technical instruction, both theoretical and practical, will
take its proper place in the working-class schools. There is also no doubt
that such revolutionary ferment, the final result of which is the abolition of
the old division of labour, is diametrically opposed to the capitalistic form
of production, and to the economic status of the labourer corresponding to
that form.”*

Engels, in his later writings, as Marx had done earlier, devotes
considerable attention to the social benefits to be yielded by combining
industrial with agricultural production, and thereby eventually eliminating
the distinction between cities and rural areas. Arguing that modern industry
has largely “freed production from restrictions of locality,” he advocates
“one single vast plan [that] can allow industry to be distributed over the
whole country.” “Accordingly, abolition of the antithesis between town and



country 1s not merely possible. It has become a direct necessity of industrial
production itself, just as it has become a necessity of agricultural production
and, beside, of public health. The present poisoning of the air, water and
land can be put an end to only by the fusion of town and country; and only
such fusion will change the situation of the masses now languishing in the
towns, and enable their excrement to be used for the production of plants
instead of for the production of disease.” “The abolition of the separation of
town and country is therefore not Utopian,” he continues, “in so far as it is
conditioned on the most equal distribution possible of modern industry over
the whole country. It is true that in the huge towns civilization has
bequeathed us a heritage which it will take much time and trouble to get rid
of. But it must and will be got rid of, however protracted a process it may
be ... the great towns will perish.” It is in the conditions of modern industry
itself that Engels finds, in embryonic form, the revolutionary elements that
“will do away with the old division of labour, along with the separation of
town and country, and will revolutionize the whole of production.”’

Chinese Marxism and the Issue of Occupational Specialization

It is 1ronic that Marxism, a doctrine that teaches that the division of labor
and occupational specialization are enemies of human freedom, has been
fashioned into official ideologies of contemporary postrevolutionary
societies where the division of labor (and all its social consequences) has
been developed with a rapidity unprecedented in all human history. Thus, in
the countries that prefer to call themselves “socialist” today, occupational
specialization has become no less a way of life than it 1s in their capitalist
counterparts.

This paradox, if a paradox it be, is not difficult to unravel. Marxist-led
revolutions thus far have been successful only in economically backward
lands, where, on the morrow of political success, victorious revolutionaries
turned rulers have been confronted with the task of developing backward
economies barely emerging from precapitalist modes of production.
Modern economic development, and especially rapid industrialization,
historical imperatives on both political and social grounds, naturally
demand an intensification of the division of labor and increasing
occupational specialization. These processes are both necessary to construct
the economic preconditions for socialism and incongruous with the socialist



and communist goals that modern economic development is originally
intended to serve. In the end, it thus far has been universally the case, the
means of economic development have proved more lasting than the
socialist ends that were once sought—and the proclaimed socialist and
communist goals, consequently, are first postponed and then subjected to
familiar processes of ritualization, duly proclaimed on appropriate
occasions but severed from any meaningful tie to social practice. In the
meantime, ‘“socialist” societies mimic capitalist ones in intensifying the
division of labor and occupational specialization—and reproducing the
inevitable social consequences of these phenomena.

The Soviet Union was the first to encounter the dilemma—and the first to
bury it. On the issue of occupational specialization, the decisive steps were
taken by Stalin in the 1930s, although not without the benefit of precedents
established by Lenin, in placing an enormous emphasis (both in theory and
in practice) on the virtues of expertise, specialization, and professionalism.
This found its social expression in the creation of what Moshe Lewin has
called “a strong layer of bosses,” privileged strata of factory managers,
technicians, professionalized intellectuals, and professional bureaucrats.
And it found political expression in Stalin’s efforts, continued by his
successors, to recruit technical specialists and professionals into the Soviet
Communist Party. The position and privileges of these groups have been
refined and institutionalized for over half a century in an unbroken and
largely unchallenged line of social (but hardly socialist) continuity.

Soviet Marxist theory has accommodated itself to Soviet social reality.
Marx’s views on the division of labor, much less his demand for its
abolition, are little noted in Soviet Marxist writings. Although there have
been voices to the contrary, official Soviet ideology denies that Marx
opposed occupational specialization as a way of life, which, as Robert
Tucker has said, “is to deny the undeniable.”** The abolition of occupational
specialization, in any event, is no longer even a ritualized goal in orthodox
Soviet theory, and the whole Soviet historical experience offers little to
suggest that simply “laying the material foundations for socialism” (as
Soviet leaders have long proclaimed they are doing) will actually yield a
socialist society. What experience does suggest is that the rapid
intensification of the division of labor and the uninhibited development of
occupational specialization inevitably lead to the emergence and



solidification of new and privileged social strata and the institutionalization
of new forms of social and economic inequality.

In postrevolutionary China, acceptance of occupational specialization as
the necessary consequence of “modernization” did not come so easily or
quickly as it did in the Soviet Union. It has, in fact, been a protracted and
agonizing process marked by varied and strenuous efforts to mitigate the
social consequences of the division of labor and an enormous reluctance to
accept occupational specialization as the way of life in the new society.
That resistance can be attributed, in part, to the unique nature of the Chinese
Communist Revolution and the heritage it bequeathed to the leaders of the
People’s Republic after 1949; and, in part, to the intellectual orientations of
Mao Zedong, who played no small part in forging that heritage.

Among those orientations was a hostility to occupational specialization,
an antipathy that appears in Mao’s earliest writings and becomes an abiding
feature of the Maoist mentality. This strain in Mao’s thought finds one of its
early expressions in a certain hostility to intellectuals, especially those who
fail to merge with the masses.” Eventually it grew into a general distrust of
specialization, experts (but not necessarily expertise), and professionalism.
The Maoist distrust of occupational specialization is well known and has
been frequently noted, but there is considerable debate and confusion over
its origins. Most commonly, it is simply dismissed as a sort of Luddite
reaction to “modernity,” a view almost ludicrous in its simplistic ignorance
of the history of the People’s Republic during the Maoist era, which is one
of the most notable cases in world history of rapid modernization among
nations that are latecomers on the industrial scene.”

More seriously, it has been argued that Mao’s hostility to occupational
specialization, and correspondingly, his preference for the “generalist” and
the “all-round" man, derive from traditional Chinese sources.’' In particular,
it has been suggested that the Maoist antipathy to specialization reflects the
Confucian contempt for professionalism and echoes the “amateur ideal” of
the traditional scholar-gentry who, as Etienne Balazs has written, did not
wish to “impoverish their personalities in specialization.”””> However
appealing the analogy (which implies, in effect, that Maoism can be seen as
a precapitalist rejection of capitalism), there is little evidence to support the
alleged affinity and many reasons to doubt its validity. For while Mao was
attracted to aspects of traditional culture, it was mostly popular peasant
traditions he found appealing; for gentry traditions, he held a profoundly



iconoclastic contempt. Furthermore, the Confucian preference for “the
amateur style” and the ideal of the “well-rounded man” have been greatly
romanticized in Western literature. They were, after all, the ideals of a small
elite founded upon a particularly sharp and deeply ingrained distinction
between mental and manual labor. As classically formulated by Mencius:

Great men have their proper business, and little men have their proper
business. ... Hence, there is the saying, “Some labor with their minds,
and some labor with their strength. Those who labor with their minds
govern others; those who labor with their strength are governed by
others. Those who are governed by others, support them; those who
govern others are supported by them.” This is a principle universally
recognized.”

The separation between mental and manual labor, and thereby the
distinction between rulers and ruled, was indeed “a principle universally
recognized" in traditional Chinese society, not only in Confucian ideology
but also in social reality. And there was no aspect of the traditional heritage
that Mao Zedong found more distasteful from the outset of his mature
intellectual life. As early as 1917, in his first published article, Mao
condemned the traditional disdain for physical activity, which he wrote
produced one-sided and feeble men with “white and slender hands” and had
resulted in national weakness.”® This first, embryonic expression of his
hostility to occupational specialization derived neither from any elemental
Luddism nor from the influences of traditional culture. And although Mao’s
opposition to occupational specialization was eventually to mesh with, and
be formulated in terms of, the Marxist goal of abolishing the distinction
between mental and manual work, it long predated his reading of Marxist
texts. Rather, it was originally a populist-inspired hostility, closely related to
“the great union of the people” he envisioned at the beginning of his
revolutionary career.” In typically populist fashion, Mao tended to conceive
of “the people” as an organic and ideally united entity, and he was opposed
to all things that tended to divide people, and especially the division
between ‘“brain” and “brawn” workers. His desire to eliminate that
pernicious distinction was to be reinforced by Marxist writings, but his
vision, as he later put it, that “a man should work in many fields and have



contact with all sorts of people,”*

influences made themselves felt.

That Maoist belief was first translated into Maoist social practice in a
rural environment over the long revolutionary era. During the civil war
waged by the Chinese Communist Party, more so than in any other Marxist-
led revolution, many of the socialist features of the envisioned new society
were forged in the course of the revolutionary struggle itself, at least in
embryonic form. It is particularly noteworthy that many of the distinctively
Maoist values and practices of the revolutionary years, and especially of the
celebrated Yan’an era, were highly antithetical to all forms of occupational
specialization. The growth of a professionalized bureaucratic civilian and
military apparatus was inhibited, although not entirely precluded, by the
much celebrated principles of the “mass line,” which demanded a close and
reciprocal relationship between leaders and led; by campaigns for “simple
administration”; and by various xiafang and xiaxiang policies that required
party cadres, government officials, and intellectuals to participate regularly
in productive work together with the laboring masses. The harsh and
precarious conditions of rural revolutionary warfare, as well as Maoist
ideological preference, demanded economic self-sufficiency in local areas,
self-reliance, and cooperative forms of work organization—and these
principles, necessary for sheer survival, became Chinese Communist ideals
that found expression in economic policies that promoted the combination
of industrial with agricultural production, and educational policies that
centered on the combination of learning with productive labor in various
part-time and work-study schools.

The Maoist revolution produced not only new institutional and political
patterns but also new social values—and, indeed, a conception of the “new
man” who embodied those egalitarian values, the ideal Yan’an guerrilla
leader who was capable of performing a variety of military, political,
economic, and social tasks, a “jack of all trades” who was able to switch
from one job to another, as social and political needs dictated. It was a
conception that bore remarkably strong affinities to Marx’s vision of the
new “all-round man” of the communist future, and it was the prototype for
the later Maoist ideal of the “red and expert.””’

It 1s paradoxical that the Chinese Communist Revolution, so incongruous
with Marx’s conception of a modern revolution, and indeed so far removed
from any revolutionary process that Lenin could have imagined, should

was a belief he held long before Marxian



have yielded institutions and values that facilitated the pursuit of such
ultimate Marxist goals as abolishing the distinctions between mental and
manual labor, between town and countryside, and between worker and
peasant. Yet it remains the ironic case that a modern socialist vision was
forged in the most backward rural areas of a backward land. As Mark
Seiden once argued, the Maoist practice of “people’s war,” as Chinese
Communist revolutionary strategy came to be known, “involves not merely
a way of fighting but a way of life. It embodies a vision of man and society
and an approach to development built on foundations of popular
participation and egalitarian values.” “In the military, political, social, and
economic experiments which collectively represent the Yenan Way,” Seiden
continues, “we find the genesis of revolutionary China’s major
contributions to the development of man and society.” The experience of
these revolutionary years, Seiden observes, ‘“‘substantially shaped the
characteristic vision of Mao and much of the top leadership of the
resistance. And the lessons and legacy of the Yenan era have subsequently
inspired many of the boldest and most significant developments of the
Chinese revolution.”®

Although this may be a somewhat romanticized portrait of the Yan’an era
and its legacy, there can be little doubt that from the Chinese Communist
revolutionary experience there emerged values and institutions that
harmonized in remarkable ways with Marxian socialist goals—and which,
therefore, were fundamentally in opposition to occupational specialization,
and, indeed, to all the social manifestations of the division of labor.

Yet it is most unlikely that the ““Yan’an legacy,” however powerful and
attractive, would long have remained a significant force in the history of the
People’s Republic had it not been for the particular intellectual orientations
of Mao Zedong and the manner in which they conditioned his response to
the social consequences of economic development in postrevolutionary
China. For in the early years of the People’s Republic many of the
protosocialist institutions and values of the revolutionary era seemed
incongruous with the immediate tasks that confronted the revolutionaries
who had come to rule one of the worlds’ most backward lands: the building
of a strong centralized state and the building of modern industry.” The
revolutionary heritage was particularly incongruous with the Soviet model
of development the Chinese Communists pursued during the period of the
First Five-Year Plan, which placed enormous emphasis on the rapid



building of heavy industry in urban areas and demanded the establishment
of centralized political and economic structures. Among the results of, and
preconditions  for, rapid industrialization—especially  Soviet-style
industrialization—was a rapid intensification of the division of labor. As in
the case of the Soviet Union, economic and social policies promoted
occupational specialization and an acceptance of the new social inequalities
that this inevitably entailed. The social manifestations of occupational
specialization were entirely familiar: the creation of increasingly
specialized economic ministries and planning organs, staffed by
professional bureaucrats, to direct the industrialization process; the
emergence of new urban administrative and technological elites; the
recruitment of factory workers for ever more detailed tasks, and thus an
increasingly sharp distinction between mental and manual labor; and a
growing gulf (cultural and political as well as social and economic) between
the modernizing cities and the backward countryside. These tendencies
were reinforced by the establishment of a partly Soviet-style education
system designed to train a professionalized technological intelligentsia.
Accordingly, the number of scientists and technical personnel grew at an
extraordinarily rapid pace, increasing from 50,000 in 1949 (and 425,000 in
1952) to 2,500,000 in the mid-1960s, according to official figures.”” The
figures can be taken as an indicator of the rapidity of the growth of
specialization in work—and of social differentiation—in the wurban
industrial sector of the economy during the early years of the People’s
Republic. They also reflect the decline of the Yan’an ideal of the
“generalist.” As Soviet-style industrialization proceeded, the more
egalitarian features of the “Yan’an legacy” became ritualized, and Marxian
social goals were postponed on the assumption that it was first necessary, as
Soviet ideology counseled, to construct the “material base” for their
eventual realization.

Mao Zedong’s response to the social and ideological consequences of the
Stalinist model—whose uncritical adoption he later was to attribute to
Chinese inexperience, ignorance, and “dogmatism”'—was not to slow the
pace of industrialization (indeed, he urged an even more rapid rate of
industrial development), but rather to attempt to mitigate the social effects
of the division of labor. That attempt centered, in large measure, on a
wholesale assault on occupational specialization which was to be pursued
both through efforts to bring about radical social change and through



political-ideological measures. The assault found its most radical expression
in the policies of the Great Leap Forward campaign.

The Great Leap attack on occupational specialization involved radical
social measures and proclaimed Utopian goals that are well known and
need only be briefly outlined here. The organizational heart of the ill-fated
movement was the rural people’s commune, which, as it was originally
conceived and ideally portrayed in 1958, was to be a more or less
autonomous and self-sufficient social and political unit that combined
“industry, agriculture, trade, education, and military affairs.” As an
embryonic structure of a future communist society, the commune was
assigned the task of abolishing occupational specialization and all social
manifestations of the division of labor; as repeatedly proclaimed at the time,
the commune was to lead the way to “the gradual diminution and final
elimination of the differences between rural and urban areas, between
worker and peasant and between mental and manual labor.”*> To Mao
Zedong himself, at the outset of the campaign, was attributed the injunction
to organize “industry, agriculture, commerce, education and soldiers into a
big commune, thereby to form the basic units of society.”®

The Marxian inspiration for this vision is apparent. It reflected itself,
among many other reflections, in the choice of the term “commune,” which
occupies so hallowed a place in the Marxist tradition. Indeed, much was
made at the time of the political similarities between the people’s
communes and Marx’s description of the Paris Commune of 1871, and
especially noted was Marx’s praise of the Communards’ policy of having
ordinary working people perform administrative functions in place of
professional bureaucrats. Nothing was more frequently reproduced in the
Maoist literature of the Great Leap than the passage in The German
Ideology where Marx condemned the despotism of occupational
specialization in existing society where “each man has a particular,
exclusive sphere of activity, which is forced upon him and from which he
cannot escape,” and envisioned the communist revolution in terms of the
abolition of the tyranny of the division of labor:

In communist society, where nobody has one exclusive sphere of
activity but each can become accomplished in any branch he wishes,
society regulates the general production and thus makes it possible for
me to do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the



morning, fish in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticize after
dinner, just as I have a mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman,
shepherd or critic.*

The Maoist antipathy to the division of labor was further reflected in a
disdain for experts and specialists. Among the more prominent ideological
currents in the Great Leap campaign was the popular injunction that “the
masses must make themselves masters of science and technology,” thereby,
it was believed, doing away with the need for a technical intelligentsia
separated from the laboring masses. Educational policies followed in
accordance with this demand, emphasizing (as had Marx) the principle of
combining education with productive labor through the establishment of a
variety of “half-work and half-study” programs, part-time and evening
schools, and what were called “red and expert” universities. These were
advertised as a means to eliminate the distinction between mental and
manual labor. What proved to be one of the more successful and lasting of
the Great Leap policies, the program for rural industrialization, was
celebrated as a step to narrow the gap between town and countryside and
eliminate the differences between workers and peasants. As Mao Zedong
enjoined: “Don’t crowd into the cities. Vigorously develop industry in the
countryside and turn peasants into workers on the spot.”®

One Great Leap policy that was specifically intended to break down
occupational specialization was the “three-unification movement,” which
attempted to unite cadres, technicians, and workers into single, integrated
work units. As Franz Schurmann has observed: “Cadres are leaders;
technicians are intellectuals; and workers are the masses. Judging from...
Mao’s speech [‘On the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the
People,” 1957], each must be seen as in a contradictory relationship to the
others. The three-unification movement launched by the Party was aimed at
resolving these contradictions and thereby creating a unity of opposites.
Resolution was not just the product of putting the three together. Rather,
each was expected in effect to become the other: workers becoming
technicians, technicians becoming workers, and both sharing leadership
with the cadres.”®

In the urban industrial sector of the economy, Great Leap policies
attacked (albeit with little success) the rigorous division of labor that was
demanded by the borrowed Soviet system of industrial organization and



management, primarily through policies of social mobilization based on
group solidarity and a collectivistic spirit. In wage policy, for example, the
principle of payment of material rewards according to individual
performance, which prevailed during the period of the First Five-Year Plan,
was replaced by a system of collective rewards; piece-rate wages were
replaced by time wages; and eventually, at least in theory, wages in general
were renounced in favor of payment by “distribution.”

Yet between the principles and the practice of the Great Leap, between
the intentions and the results of the movement, there was an enormous
chasm. Much of the celebrated social radicalism of the campaign was never
widely put into practice, many of the policies that were put into effect were
implemented in distorted form and irrational ways, and the end result was
an economic and human disaster of monumental proportions. But the
contradictions of the Great Leap were not only between its theory and
practice. The very conception of the campaign was fraught with
contradictions from the outset, and nowhere were they more evident than on
the issue of the social division of labor. On the one hand, many of the
policies of the Great Leap, and certainly Mao’s intentions, sought to reduce
(or at least mitigate) the human separations and social distinctions wrought
by occupational specialization and the existing division of labor. On the
other hand, the leaders of the campaign called for an intensification of the
division of labor to achieve its proclaimed goals. At the outset of the Great
Leap, in the mobilization of peasants for new modes of production, leaders
of the campaign demanded more complex forms of work organization in the
villages and a more “rational” division of labor. The model agricultural
cooperatives, which were being amalgamated into communes in the
summer of 1958, were praised by leaders in Beijing for “being administered
like a factory,” and the official press called for efforts to “organize village
work like that of a factory.”®” Party cadres organized peasants and villages
into “specialized brigades,” and such brigades, according to official party
policy, were to have “a specialized division of labor under unified
leadership.”® As Franz Schurmann has described labor mobilization
policies in the early phases of the Great Leap: “Concretely the radical
transformation of traditional work organization meant that every peasant
was recruited into a rationally designed work team which performed
specialized rather than general, specific rather than diffuse tasks.”*



This newly introduced specialized division of labor was profoundly
antithetical to the communist social vision the movement projected. In
launching the Great Leap, Mao had prophesied both an economic miracle
and a social one, both a “great leap” in productive forces that would enable
China to overtake the advanced industrialized countries within a few
decades and a rapid “transition from socialism and communism.” If the two
goals as such were not necessarily inherently contradictory, there was
certainly an abundance of contradictions in the methods employed to pursue
them, both in conception and reality. Mao and Maoists had attempted to use
the commune structure to reconcile rapid economic development with
radical social change, but in the end the Great Leap furthered neither the
economic goals nor the social visions of the movement.

Despite early labor mobilization policies that demanded an increasingly
specialized division of labor, the overall thrust of Great Leap policies was
highly antithetical to occupational specialization. And this strand in
Maoism survived the debacle, finding its main ideological expression in the
Maoist notion of “red and expert.”

The dichotomy between “red” and “expert” is one of the most prominent
themes in the history of Chinese Communism, and it has appeared in
various guises and roles over the decades. The notion, or the
“contradiction,” if one prefers, variously has been seen as an antagonism
between cadres and intellectuals; as a contradiction among old cadres; as a
contradiction among intellectuals; as a clash between two competing social
ideals and value systems; as a reflection of the “bifurcation of elites” in
postrevolutionary society; as a struggle between personal and institutional
modes of authority; and as a reflection of the clash between “tradition” and
“modernity.” But however it is viewed, the history of the “red and expert”
formula is intimately intertwined with changing and conflicting Chinese
Communist views on the issues of the division of labor and occupational
specialization. An emphasis on the “expert” half of the notion has been
associated with policies promoting a rational division of labor and the
acceptance of occupational specialization as a way of life. The stress on
“redness,” on the other hand, has been associated with efforts to break down
occupational specialization, or at least to limit its extremes.

During the period of the First Five-Year Plan the emphasis was on the
value of expertise, and the policies of Beijing’s economic planners aimed to
develop a highly specialized division of labor in the industrial sector along



with rigorously specified lines of responsibility. Much in the fashion that
Stalin had created a privileged technological intelligentsia in the Soviet
Union two decades before, Chinese leaders fostered a new elite that was to
be both red and expert; party cadres were to be professionalized whereas
professionals were to be politically and ideologically educated. These elitist
tendencies were reflected in party recruitment policies, which favored
intellectuals, technicians, and skilled workers.

Until the mid-1950s, Mao was apparently willing to accept the social
consequences of Soviet-style industrialization as the necessary price of
economic progress. This was clearly not the case by 1956, when he made
known his opposition to the eminently Soviet-type formulations of the
Eighth Party Congress and to the wage reform act of that year. Yet his views
on occupational specialization remained contradictory and ambiguous. In
1957, for example, he advised a group of professionals: “Wisdom comes
from the masses. I have always said that intellectuals have the least
knowledge. Workers should be the decision-makers.””” But several months
later he acknowledged that “intellectuals are indispensable,” providing as
they did professors, teachers, scientists, and engineers, and he warned party
cadres that they were “in danger of being red but not expert and therefore
out of touch with reality.””" With the launching of the Great Leap Forward
campaign, however, Mao transformed the red/expert formula from a
conception of the ideal elite into an egalitarian ideal to be realized by all of
“the people.” Now the masses of workers and peasants themselves were to
become scientists and engineers, mastering modern technology and learning
the necessary expertise in the course of their daily productive activities.
They were to study while they worked, and apply their newly acquired
knowledge to immediate productive needs. There was thus to be no separate
stratum of experts and intellectuals, but only “reds and experts,” a new
generation of politically conscious duomianshou (“many-sided hands™) or
“jacks of all trades” emerging from the masses, who were to combine
mental with manual labor and who were capable of engaging in “scientific
and cultural undertakings as well as physical labor,” as the Maoist literature
of the time proclaimed. This would soon result in the creation of a whole
nation of what Mao called “socialist-conscious, cultured laborers.”
Everyone, it was said, “will be mental laborer and at the same time a
physical laborer; everyone can be a philosopher, scientist, writer, and
artist.” The “red and expert” notion was thus radically reinterpreted. It no



longer simply meant “red” cadres acquiring expertise or experts acquiring
“redness,” but rather was now transformed into a universal ideal to be
universally realized.

With the collapse of the Great Leap campaign and the efforts of the Liu
regime to overcome the consequent economic crisis in the early 1960s,
party policy and ideology once again emphasized expertise and
specialization, as had been the case in the early 1950s. The “master of one
technique,” not the “jack of all trades,” was celebrated as the ideal worker,
and, as Schurmann has noted, power at all levels passed from “red” cadres
to experts, especially state administrators, factory managers, and
experienced old peasants.”

For Mao Zedong during these years, the party’s stress on specialization
and its promotion of experts were symptoms of “revisionism,” which, in
turn, portended a Soviet-style “restoration of capitalism.” As Benjamin
Schwartz once observed, whereas Stalin in the 1930s had found the
Communist Party insufficiently expert, Mao in the 1960s found the Chinese
Party insufficiently red.”” Mao continued to champion the Great Leap
version of the red and expert ideal, but with an increasing emphasis on
redness. He repeatedly insisted that the politically conscious “generalist” or
“outsider” was to lead the expert.” For political and professional elites, he
demanded the reinstitution of the old remedy of regular participation in
physical labor with the masses. “Without participation in labor,” he warned,
“party cadres will become separated from the working masses, which
entails revisionism.”” “Most official personnel should work (at their desks)
half-time and labor (with the masses) half-time,” he counseled. “Laziness is
one of the sources of revisionism,” he added.”

In the years immediately preceding the Cultural Revolution, Mao became
convinced that the main site and source of the revisionist infection was
China’s hierarchical political system, especially the cadre-ranking system
and the work-grade system, which fostered elitism and specialization. He
had made known his distaste for the grade-level system at the beginning of
the Great Leap: “Bourgeois right must be destroyed every day, such as
stressing qualifications or grade levels and not stressing the benefits of the
supply system.... In 1953 we changed the supply system to a wage system.
This method was basically correct. We had to compromise. But there were
defects. On grade levels we also compromised The grade-level system is a
father-son relationship, a cat-mouse relationship.””’” The implications of



these comments, as Joseph Esherick has pointed out, suggest that Mao was
less concerned with economic inequalities (although he continually called
for narrowing wage and other economic differentials) than he was with the
social distinctions in status and authority conferred by political power.

After the collapse of the Great Leap, Mao grew increasingly harsh in his
criticisms of the privileges and attitudes of cadres and bureaucrats, of the
new forms of social stratification generated by the postrevolutionary
political system, and of occupational specialization in general. He spoke of
socialist societies producing “vested interest groups” who “are content with
the existing system and do not want to change it.”’® He was bitterly critical
of party cadres who, he charged, had abandoned their revolutionary ideals
and become conservative bureaucrats, seeking only power, social status,
and luxuries.” And the children of cadres offered little hope for the future:

The higher salaried strata of a socialist society have a bit more cultural
knowledge but tend to be a trifle slow when compared to the lower
strata. Thus our cadres’ sons and daughters do not quite compare with
the children of non-cadres.

The children of cadres are a cause of discouragement. They lack
experience of life and society, yet their airs are considerable and they
have a great sense of superiority.*

Of particular significance was Mao’s critique of Stalin’s celebrated
injunction that “cadres decide everything,” a slogan identified in Soviet
history with the Stalinist drive to widen and sanction differences in social
status and occupation, especially the privileged status of the technological
intelligentsia, and with the general institutionalization of socioeconomic
inequality. On this Mao wrote in 1962: “Stalin’s book from first to last says
nothing about the superstructure. It is not concerned with people; it
considers things not people.... They [the Soviets] believe that technology
decides everything, that cadres decide everything, speaking only of
‘expert,” never of ‘red,” only of cadres, never of the masses.”"!

Further, taking issue with the Soviet orthodoxy that contradictions under
socialism are reconcilable, Mao noted the continued existence of the major
social manifestations of the division of labor and occupational
specialization. In a socialist society, he warned, “there are still conservative
strata and something like Vested interest groups.” There still remain



differences between mental and manual labor, city and countryside, worker
and peasant. Although these are not antagonistic contradictions they cannot
be resolved without struggle.”**

Partly responsible for the production and perpetuation of these
“conservative strata” and ‘“vested interest groups” was China’s elitist
educational system, which Mao condemned as “exceedingly destructive of
people.”™ To remedy a specialized education system that produced only
experts and created divisions and separations among people, Mao proposed
in 1964—and not for the first time—putting into practice the old Marxist
principle of “the union of education with productive labor.”** And to
illustrate the virtues of abolishing the distinction between mental and
manual labor, he set forth as historical examples Benjamin Franklin and
James Watt: “Franklin of America was originally a newspaper seller, yet he
discovered electricity. Watt was a worker, yet he invented the steam
engine.”®

Over the post-Great Leap years Mao Zedong retained and promoted a
vision of the red and expert as a universalist ideal of the politically
conscious ‘“‘jack of all trades” who combined “brain work with brawn
work,” who could switch from one task to another as social needs dictated,
and who mastered modern technology in the course of everyday productive
activities. It was an ideal that at once harked back to a romanticized
memory of the “generalist” revolutionary cadre of the heroic Yan’an era and
projected a Utopian Marxist image of the future “all-round communist
man”—however incongruent this ideal was with the social realities of
postrevolutionary China, and particularly with Chinese society in the early
1960s. It was of course an ideal that was highly antithetical to occupational
specialization as a way of life, and in that sense, perhaps, incompatible with
the immediate needs of modern economic development. But it did reflect
Mao’s abiding belief that “a man should work in many fields [and] have
contact with all sorts of people.”™

The Cultural Revolution began with a wholesale attack on occupational
specialization and the existing division of labor. At the outset of the
upheaval, Mao, in his “May 7th Directive” of 1966, counseled that all
people working in what he identified as the seven main sectors of China’s
economic and political structure—industry, agriculture, military, education,
commerce, service, and government—should acquire the skills necessary
for work in sectors other than their own, and do so by practical experience



in a variety of productive activities. Thus soldiers, as in the heroic Yan’an
days, were to engage in agricultural production and operate small factories.
Peasants were to work in industry and engage in educational and military
activities as well as in agricultural production. Factory workers, “while
mainly engaging in industrial activity ... should also study military affairs
and politics and raise their education level [and] where conditions permit,
they should also engage in agriculture and side-occupations, just as people
do in the Daqing Oilfield.”® Those working in commerce were urged to
gain experience in the production of the goods they sold: “Cloth-dealers
should learn to weave cloth; vegetable-mongers should learn to grow
vegetables.”™

The national models for industry and agriculture celebrated and
popularized during the Cultural Revolution were ones where occupational
specialization had been downgraded and the social effects of the division of
labor reduced. Thus, the Daqing Oilfield was praised not only for its
contribution to national “self-reliance” but also because oil workers had
achieved self-sufficiency in food by engaging in agricultural production,
thereby moving toward the goals of eliminating the distinctions between
town and countryside and between worker and peasant. Daqing was further
celebrated because, it was claimed, professional managers had been
replaced by a new “division of labor responsibility system under the
collective leadership of the Party Committee.”®” Similarly, the constitution
of the Anshan Iron and Steel Works, first promulgated in 1960, was widely
praised during the Cultural Revolution for rejecting the Soviet “one-man
management” system, reducing distinctions between workers and
technocratic elites, and providing for workers’ participation in management,
planning, and technological development—thereby reducing the distinction
between mental and manual labor. In agriculture, the Cultural Revolution
model was the relatively egalitarian Dazhai brigade, also hailed for
integrating “brain work” with “brawn labor.”

The Cultural Revolution critique of occupational specialization was
accompanied by Maoist attacks on wage differentials and the prevailing
work-grade system. As Mao reportedly declared in 1967:

Why should we practice the wage system? This is a concession to the
bourgeoisie and would discredit us by ridiculing the “style of the
countryside” and the ‘“habits of the guerrilla” and lead to the



development of individualism. ... How about letting the military lead
in restoring the supply system? The bourgeois conception of law
should be relinquished. For example, rank, extra pay for extra working
hours, and the theory that mental labor should be more highly paid
than physical labor are all remnants of the bourgeoisie. ... Our Party
members in general lived a life of egalitarianism, worked diligently,
and fought bravely up until the period of liberation. They did not
depend on material stimulation at all but were inspired by the
revolutionary spirit.”

During the Cultural Revolution, and indeed throughout what is now
somewhat misleadingly termed “the Cultural Revolution decade,” there was
an enormous ideological emphasis on eliminating the “three great
differences”—between mental and manual labor, town and countryside, and
worker and peasant.

Yet while the ideology of the Cultural Revolution seemingly called for a
fundamental transformation in the division of labor, the actual social results
of the great upheaval were meager. There were, in fact, no significant
changes in the existing division of labor or in prevailing patterns of work
organization. The hierarchical work-grade system remained intact in its pre-
Cultural Revolution form. The old wage system for workers, technicians,
and cadres (with its large differentials between and among them) was
largely untouched, save for the partial and temporary elimination of
individual bonuses and prizes and ideological campaigns emphasizing the
virtues of moral rather than material incentives. The relationship between
town and countryside remained basically as it had been; while the Cultural
Revolution yielded a greater emphasis on education and medical care in the
rural areas, the urban-based state bureaucracy continued to exploit the
villages much in the fashion as it has in earlier years. The more radical and
egalitarian demands for fundamental changes in the prevailing system of
industrial organization, issuing from certain sectors of the working class
movement and voiced by some of the more radical leaders in Beijing, were
denounced as “ultra-leftist” well before the Cultural Revolution had run its
tragic course.

Such changes as the Cultural Revolution yielded in the industrial sector,
such as measures to permit limited worker participation in management and
technical innovation, were at best reformist in character. Many of these



were far less than they were advertised to be at the time, and most were
gradually abandoned in the early 1970s in favor of pre-Cultural Revolution
forms of managerial authority, factory work rules, and labor discipline.
Cultural Revolution policies that required managers and technical personnel
to descend to labor periodically on factory benches (and cadres to labor in
the fields) were, among other things, an expression of Mao Zedong’s
distaste for occupational specialization; but they did little, in the end, to
alter the division of labor or even reduce status differentials. Such measures
perhaps had a certain symbolic significance, but their effects on the
consciousness of those involved were problematic in the short term and
negligible over the long term, and they certainly did not reach to the
structural roots of occupational specialization. There is little in the practice
of the Cultural Revolution—as distinguished from its radical rhetoric and
perhaps the intentions of its authors—to support the argument that the
upheaval initiated a process of the revolutionary transformation of the
industrial division of labor.”'

How should we go about evaluating—and on the basis of what standards
of judgment—the Maoist attempt to limit the development of the division of
labor and mitigate its social consequences, especially occupational
specialization and growing social inequality? The judgment of Mao’s
successors 1s quite clear, and quite clearly based on orthodox Marxist-
Leninist perspectives. Mao Zedong’s efforts to introduce socialist relations
of production were pushed too far and too hastily in view of China’s low
level of economic development, it is now said in Beijing, and thus Maoist
attempts to limit the development of the division of labor and occupational
specialization were economically detrimental and socially irresponsible.
Mao’s policies, at least over the final two decades of his life, were therefore
“Utopian,” in the traditionally pejorative Marxist sense of that term. For this
critique, based on the assumption that stages of social development follow
from levels of economic development, copious support can of course be
found in classical Marxist writings. Marx and Engels often warned of the
futility, and indeed the dangers, of “premature” attempts to create socialism
in historical situations where modern productive forces were ill-developed.
“Right can never be higher than the economic structure of society and its
cultural development conditioned thereby,” Marx wrote.”” And Engels
cautioned: “Only at a certain level of development of the productive forces
of society, an even very high level for our modern conditions, does it



become possible to raise production to such an extent that the abolition of
class distinctions can be a real progress, can be lasting without bringing
about stagnation or even decline in the mode of social production.””

Yet Marx and Engels did not anticipate—nor could they possibly have
foreseen—that modern socialist revolutions proceeding under Marxist
banners would take place not in the advanced industrialized countries of the
West but rather in the agrarian and largely precapitalist lands of the East.
But this 1s the course that twentieth-century history has taken, and there is
little to suggest that it will reverse itself in the foreseeable future. While
Western Marxists may bemoan this irony of history (and non-Marxists may
savor it), the Marxist revolutionaries who successfully struggled for power
in economically backward lands have been confronted with a cruel paradox
on the morrow of their political victories. For the will to achieve socialism
has been repeatedly frustrated by the absence of socialism’s essential
material and cultural preconditions. They thus have been forced to turn their
energies, and harness the energies of the populations over whom they came
to rule, to the task not of building socialism but of constructing its
economic preconditions, to developing the productive forces abortive
capitalist regimes failed to provide. This, in turn, has involved agonizing
moral and practical dilemmas, not the least of them, the dilemma of
building a modern economy without surrendering the socialist goals and
spirit of the revolution in the process.

The Soviet response to this dilemma, foreshadowed by Lenin and made
explicit by Stalin and his successors, was (and remains) an easy and
comforting formula. The nationalization of the key means of production by
a presumably “‘socialist” state, combined with rapid industrialization, as the
Soviet orthodoxy has it, will more or less automatically and inevitably yield
ever higher levels of socialism and eventually the arrival of communism.
The social results of the policies ideologically rationalized by this now
hoary notion are well known—and they offer little comfort or inspiration to
those who still hope that socialist revolutions will yield socialist societies.
As Mao Zedong diagnosed the matter, Stalin was concerned only with
“things, not people.” “This [Soviet] textbook addresses itself only to
material preconditions and seldom engages the question of the
superstructure, 1.e., the class nature of the state, philosophy, and science.”
“Again and again the text emphasizes how important machinery is for the
transformation [to socialism]. But if the consciousness of the peasantry is



not raised, if ideology is not transformed, and you are depending on nothing
but machinery—what good will it be?””* Socialist societies, Mao argued
time and again, produce “vested interest groups” which become solidified
as conservative barriers to the realization of socialist ideals.

What distinguished Mao’s Marxism was a unique attempt, however
flawed in practice, to reconcile the means of modern economic
development with the ends of socialism. Socialism, for Mao, was not the
predetermined outcome of the development of the productive forces, nor
was it dependent on any given level of economic development in general.
People, he believed, were free to choose their ends, and therefore they had
an obligation to choose means consistent with the ends they sought. Thus, if
modern economic development was to lead to a socialist historical outcome,
the construction of socialist institutions and the socialist transformation of
human beings were tasks to be undertaken in the here and now, as part of
the process of building the material foundations for a socialist society. “If a
socialist society does not promote socially collectivistic aims,” Mao once
asked, “then what of socialism still remains?”””° It is in the perspective of
this recognition that the search for socialist ends could not be separated
from socialist means that one ultimately must view Mao’s attempts to limit
the intensification of the division of labor and the growth of occupational
specialization. That attempt reflected not an old Confucian bias but an
eminently socialist concern—more precisely, a concern growing out of a
confrontation with the perhaps irresolvable dilemmas of attempting to build
a socialist society in conditions of economic scarcity.

Post-Mao Chinese Marxist Ideology

Mao Zedong’s concern with the division of labor and occupational
specialization might also be viewed, in hindsight, from the perspective of
how his successors have treated these issues in the post-Mao era. One of the
more prominent features of recent Chinese Marxist theory is praise for the
virtues of the division of labor and occupational specialization. This is
wholly in accord with the economically deterministic version of Marxism
that has become the official ideology of the post-Mao regime—and with the
enormous emphasis in that ideology on the historically progressive
character of capitalism. Deng Xiaoping, shortly after his achievement of
supreme power, took the lead in promoting occupational specialization,



which he coupled with an effort to depoliticize social and economic life in
general. Early in 1979 Deng advised the masses that their business was
production, not politics, and production within their own respective
occupational spheres: “Extracting more oil is the politics of the petroleum
industry, producing more coal is the politics of coal miners, growing more
grain is the politics of peasants, defending the frontiers is the politics of
soldiers, and working hard in study is the politics of students. The only
criterion for the results of political education is its utility in improving the
economic situation.””

At the same time, Deng moved to secure the privileged socioeconomic
status and professional autonomy of technical specialists, intellectuals, and
bureaucrats by reviving the formula he first had set forth (and Mao had
opposed) at the Eighth Party Congress in 1956, decreeing that intellectuals
“are part of the proletariat. The difference between them and the manual
workers lies only in a different role in the social division of labor.”’
Beyond revealing an astonishing ignorance of Marxism—*“on/y a matter of
division of labor within the same class” was the way Deng originally put it*
—the new orthodoxy classifying intellectuals as members of the working
class served to bury the question of the distinction between mental and
manual labor, thereby concealing the conflicting social class interests
inevitably produced by that distinction. It hardly needs to be noted that the
revived formula proved highly attractive to bureaucrats, intellectuals, and
other “brain workers.” No less appealing were additional decrees
proclaiming that class divisions in Chinese society had virtually ceased to
exist, and others condemning the theory of a “bureaucratic ruling class,” a
notion heard during the Cultural Revolution and revived by many
Democracy Movement activists in the years 1979—1981.

These ideological pronouncements have supported social policies
promoting professionalism and orderly careerism, serving to consolidate
and institutionalize the privileged position of urban elites. The post-Mao
regime has endeavored (with considerable success) to raise the material
conditions of life and work and the social status of intellectuals, technical
specialists, factory managers, and professionals, and to grant them
considerable autonomy within their respective spheres of expertise in
exchange for political loyalty (or, for that matter, apolitical loyalty). As a
result, these groups have become the most reliable political supporters of
the current government—indeed, one might say they constitute the regime’s



essential social base—and occupational specialization has been firmly
established as the way of life in post-Mao China.

Chinese Marxist theoreticians have risen to the occasion by producing a
voluminous body of literature calling for (and ideologically rationalizing) a
more specialized division of labor in social production in general. The
dominant argument currently pursued, with minor variations, begins with
the now well-established orthodoxy that “the relations of production must
conform to the character of productive forces.” It is further argued that
China is still largely mired in what is termed a more or less self-sufficient
“natural economy.” That allegedly being the case, the only and necessary
way to overcome this condition of backwardness is the rapid development
of a commodity economy. The growth of commodity exchange, together
with the general development of productive forces, demands, in turn, an
ever more specialized division of labor. As typically put: “In the present
period [the development of productive forces requires] great changes in the
level of the socialization of production, a more intensified social division of
labor, more and more departments and trades, [and] an ever greater variety
of products.”” To be sure, the negative aspects of the division of labor are
sometimes noted, that is to say, its dehumanizing effects on the laborers, but
that is a problem that can be resolved only in the distant future, when a very
high level of modern productive forces has been achieved.'” In the
meantime, and for the foreseeable future, it is the economic efficacy of
occupational specialization and an intensified division of labor that is
stressed and prized. Moreover, the suppression of discussion of Marx’s
concept of alienation (and the notion of “socialist alienation”) since the
1983—84 campaign against “spiritual pollution” largely precludes discourse
on the division of labor as a source of alienation.

Just as the post-Mao regime fosters specialization in economic life and
social roles, so it attempts to do so in China’s political structure. The
essential aim of what is advertised as “political reform,” at least insofar as
higher party leaders are concerned, is not “socialist democracy” but rather
the more prosaic goal of making the bureaucratic corps “better educated,
professionally more competent, and younger,” as Deng Xiaoping candidly
put it."”" In refashioning the political apparatus, the watchword is
professionalism, and thus there is an enormous emphasis on the standard
bureaucratic virtues of occupational and functional specialization, clearly
defined responsibilities, strict subordination to higher administrative levels,



and adherence to “rational” rules and regulations that promote efficiency,
precision, predictability, and impersonality. The authors of most treatises on
“political reform” seem more like disciples of Max Weber than of Karl
Marx. And insofar as plans to professionalize the bureaucracy are
successful, they will serve to make bureaucrats a more distinct social group,
more fully conscious of their status and interests—and thereby the already
enormous gulf between rulers and ruled in Chinese society will be widened,
as will the distinction between mental and manual labor.

The virtues of specialization and professionalism brought to the
“modernization” of the bureaucracy in general have also been applied to the
Chinese Communist Party itself. Here, beyond reestablishing firm Leninist
principles of organization and discipline in party life, Deng Xiaoping has
added a Stalinist tinge. In a speech delivered in January 1980 (and on
subsequent occasions), Deng complained that party members lacked
specialized knowledge and modern technical skills.'” His solution for this
red/expert dilemma was less to bring expertise to current party members
than to bring experts into the party, replacing millions of purged “leftists.” It
was the same remedy Stalin had discovered a half-century before. In the
1920s the Soviet party had recruited its membership primarily among
industrial workers, and to a lesser degree among people from peasant social
backgrounds. Under Stalin in the 1930s, the new recruits were mostly
professionals, technicians, and intellectuals. Stalin, as Benjamin Schwartz
has observed, emphasized the “social engineering” function of the party
rather than its moral virtues. “If Mao was to find the Party insufficiently
Red, Stalin found it insufficiently expert,” Schwartz wrote.'"”

Deng, like Stalin, also stresses the “social engineering” role of the party
in his pursuit of modernization, and he has found the party insufficiently
expert to perform the task. He has therefore instructed it to emphasize the
recruitment of professionals and intellectuals who possess specialized
knowledge and technical skills, and to give priority for promotion to those
who graduated from universities and senior middle schools prior to the
Cultural Revolution. Thus, the long-standing and agonizing red/expert
contradiction has been resolved in eminently Soviet fashion.

The official ideology of the post-Mao regime sanctions policies that
foster an intensified division of labor and increasing occupational
specialization—and ones that produce the inevitable social consequences of



these phenomena, such as growing socioeconomic inequalities and a greater
distinction between mental and manual labor. That these social and
ideological tendencies are incongruous with socialism, and antithetical to
what so long has been hailed as China’s “transition to socialism,” is hardly
a point that need be belabored. Marx, after all, defined socialism (or what
he called “the lower phase of communism™) as a transitional period that
demanded progressive transformations of existing production relations (and
especially measures to abolish gradually the inherited capitalist division of
labor and its various social manifestations), which would be replaced,
initially in embryonic form, by new communist productive relations.

The incongruity between Marxist theory and Chinese reality is officially
explained by China’s continued economic backwardness, and the resulting
contradiction between the country’s relatively ‘“advanced” productive
relations and its low level of productive forces. Thus, to resolve the
contradiction, all energies are to be devoted to developing modern
productive forces in the most rapid fashion possible through the most
efficient means available, thereby establishing what are assumed to be the
necessary economic prerequisites for socialism. Here post-Mao China
follows the Soviet path, both economically and ideologically, albeit with
variations in economic methods and forms. The Bolsheviks, beginning with
Lenin, confronted with the unanticipated problem of a socialist revolution
confined to a single backward country, expediently (perhaps out of
historical necessity) accepted and built upon an existing capitalist mode of
production, perforce intensifying the division of labor and occupational
specialization in the process. The rationale for this mimicry of capitalism
was that it was necessary to “lay the material foundations for socialism,” as
Soviet ideologies so long and so loudly proclaimed. The material
foundations have been laid, but a socialist society has not issued from the
process, and the prospects that it might do so in the foreseeable historical
future are dim indeed.

The Maoist regime in China first embarked on a Soviet path. But Mao
Zedong soon recognized that capitalist means could not be used to serve
socialist ends. His concern, especially in his still officially unpublished
critiques of the Stalinist pattern of development, turned to what he termed
“relations among people in productive labor,” rather than simply to the
production and consumption of goods. He thus attempted to limit the
development of the division of labor and occupational specialization, along



with the inequalities they generated. Yet, in the end, Mao produced no
viable solutions for the problem of reconciling the means and ends of
socialism in an economically backward land.

Perhaps the intensification of the division of labor and the acceptance of
occupational specialization as a way of life, and the alienating work these
phenomena produce, should be counted as part of the social price that must
be paid for modernization, or what Chinese ideologists prefer to call
“socialist modernization.” But the Soviet historical experience suggests that
paying the price does not necessarily purchase the desired social results. It
seems most doubtful that the present course being pursued by China’s post-
Mao regime, mimicking as it does its capitalist and Soviet predecessors, is
likely to yield a society any more “socialist” than the one produced by
Soviet modernization.

From both the Russian and Chinese historical records, it is easy enough
to conclude that socialism is historically impossible, or at least a futile
endeavor in lands burdened by conditions of material scarcity. It is tempting
to dispose of the whole matter by invoking Karl Marx, who, in one of his
more deterministic moments, declared: “The country that is more developed
industrially only shows, to the less developed, the image of its own
future.”'” But those who still hope for a socialist future for humankind
might prefer to believe that the dilemmas of the means and ends of
socialism in the modern world have yet to be fully historically explored. It
cannot be taken for granted, and certainly not in the light of either modern
or premodern historical experience, that modes of production and forms of
work organization are technologically rather than socially (or politically)
determined. As Mao Zedong once noted: “Much remains to be written
about human relations in the course of labor.”' It was precisely by
challenging the technical determinism that pervades so much of
contemporary thought, Marxist and non-Marxist alike, that Mao raised
critical questions about the means and ends of socialism, and its human and
social prerequisites, challenging conventional Marxist-Leninist orthodoxies
on the economic preconditions for socialism and communism. The
difficulty is not so much that Mao lacked answers for the questions he
posed, but rather that his successors no longer pose the questions at all.
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MAQO, SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY, AND
HUMANITY

Bill Brugger

Science and Technology: Are They Different?

China is currently pursuing its “four modernizations.” Of these, the third is
“science and technology.” These two terms are lumped together now as they
were in Mao’s day. How do they differ? No philosopher has as yet come up
with a satisfactory definition of science, nor has even solved successfully
Popper’s problem of demarcating it from nonscience or pseudoscience. It is
generally agreed, however, that, though science may never be totally value-
free, it differs from technology in its greater distance from social
determinants and purposes of human emancipation. In the Marxian couplet,
science helps to interpret the world and technology to change it.

If, however, one adheres to the Marxian view that understanding and
changing the world are unified dialectically, then the two concepts have to
be seen as part of a totality, constantly informing and transforming each
other. Herein lies a major problem. It is crucial to the Marxist project to
know what is socially constructed and what is not. If one may not draw a
line between science and socially constructed technology, then one can be
led to one of two ludicrous (but, unfortunately, respectable) poles.

On the one hand, one can be led to the view that everything is socially
constructed and, therefore, there can be no “essences.” This “post-Marxist”
social-Einsteinism (holding that everything 1is relative), so popular



nowadays in the discipline of sociology, deprives one of any standards from
which to take a moral position. For a Marxist, this analysis is calamitous
because there is no way of arguing why socialism might in any respect be
better than capitalism, or for that matter why colonialism or racism ought to
be opposed—other than appealing to convention.

On the other hand, one can be led to the view, implicit among the present
Chinese leadership and common in the West, that neither science nor
technology is socially constructed. In Western terms, they are
“independent,” and in Marxist terms they are part of the “productive
forces.” But surely a kidney dialysis machine is not the same in Bangladesh
and New York, and the Baoshan Steel complex is not the same kind of
operation as Nippon Steel. If, as Marxists claim, a policy is correct so long
as it “liberates the productive forces,” and if both science and technology
are simply productive forces, then most sober observers have to agree that
so far capitalism does the job better.

I maintain the view (old-fashioned nowadays) that science and
technology are different. I argue that technology, by its very nature, has to
be seen and justified in social context. Science, however, is much more
(though never completely) autonomous. There are probably a few
inappropriate sciences, but there are many more inappropriate technologies.
I am not saying that any scientific experiment should be allowed to proceed
regardless of human cost. On the contrary, human values should inform the
procedures of science. My point is simply that science should proceed
outside a utilitarian calculus and should be permitted, so long as one cannot
envisage a violation of humanity. Technology, on the other hand, should
proceed only if it maximizes human goals. I wish to criticize Mao Zedong,
as I wish to criticize Margaret Thatcher and the “New Right,” for
denigrating pure science. One recalls the fate of pure mathematics in the
Cultural Revolution and the protests in 1972 of Zhou Peiyuan, then head of
the Revolutionary Committee of Beijing University, against the charge that
all knowledge that does not lead to increasing production is useless.'
Nevertheless, I wish to assess Mao positively for articulating a view of
technology geared to emancipatory purposes.

A consideration of technology is important when one categorizes
Marxism. In his famous book [he Two Marxisms, Gouldner distinguished
between “scientific” Marxism (exemplified in the Soviet Union) and
“critical” Marxism, which included a hotch-potch of thinkers ranging from



the Frankfurt School to Mao Zedong.” The inadequacy of this all-inclusive
second category is obvious. While both the Frankfurt School and Mao
wished to restore the human dimension to scientistic orthodox Marxism,
they clearly had different views concerning technology. In this essay I shall
try to shed light on the problem by comparing the Soviet orthodoxy with the
approach of Mao. To underscore the range of views occupying Gouldner’s
critical camp, I compare briefly Mao Zedong and Herbert Marcuse. I
conclude by suggesting that Mao’s treatment of the subject, far from
reflecting nostalgia for a lost freedom, actually prefigured some modern
thinking in science. Mao, however, never sufficiently escaped from the
influence of Engels. Far from being too “utopian,” Mao was not Utopian
enough.

The Soviet View

The original Soviet model, articulated most clearly in 1936 by Stalin, gave
priority to science (even though some of the scientific formulations were
strange if not false). One can imagine Soviet planners agreeing with
Laplace:

One must envisage the present state of the universe as the effect of its
previous state, and as the cause of that which will follow. An
intelligence that could know, at a given instant, all the forces
governing the natural world, and the respective positions of the entities
which compose it, if in addition it was great enough to analyze all this
information, would be able to embrace in a single formula the
movements of the largest bodies in the universe and those of the
lightest atom: nothing would be uncertain for it, and the future, like the
past, would be directly present to its observations.’

Such a view is similar to the old view of St. Thomas Aquinas, that human
beings, by “right reason,” may come to understand the rational order
created by God and the objective laws governing that rational totality.

This was the view that informed Stalin in 1936 when he announced the
basic achievement of “socialism,” cast as a distinctive mode of production
(though the translation used the term “form of production™).” I have argued
elsewhere that this formulation had more in common with Weber’s “ideal
type” than what was usually considered to be a mode of production in the



Marxian sense.” Nevertheless, the view presented was that socialism had
basically been “achieved” because of the inexorable development of the
productive forces, and that the relations of production had been brought in
conformity with them.

First the productive forces of society change and develop, and then,
depending on these changes and in conformity with them, men’s
relations of production, their economic relations change.... However
much the relations of production may lag behind the development of
the productive forces, they must, sooner or later, come into
correspondence with, and actually do come into correspondence with,
the level of the development of the productive forces, the character of
the productive forces.°

For Marx, there was a glaring contradiction between the brilliantly
rational and efficient forces of production, exemplified in the modern
capitalist factory, and the backward and chaotic relations of production
characterized by boom and depression. This is why Lenin could praise the
Taylor system while condemning the system that produced it.” Now,
according to Stalin, conformity between forces and relations of production
had been achieved in the Soviet Union. The economy was seen as a factory
writ-large, and its operations might be seen in terms of “objective economic
laws” of a “universal” character. All that remained was to perfect the
productive forces and the relations of production would change in
conformity with them. The future was assured and could be scientifically
planned.

At least that was the theory. Trotsky was not slow to point out that the
model of socialism presented by Stalin was a pretty miserable one. After
all, the productive forces were way behind the level of development of
capitalism.® The planning system, moreover, was hardly as rational and
coordinated as the model supposed. But that is beside the point. I wish
merely to argue that the scientific mode of thinking predicated social
development on the logic of productive forces which programmed humans
out of history. The communist telos was seen less and less as a human telos.
Indeed, one should not be surprised at the view of the aspiring textbook
writer Yaro-shenko, who declared that communism was no more than
rational organization—a view that even Stalin had to criticize.’



Mao’s “Lutheran” Response

The Stalinist picture of science, therefore, was a modern atheist version of
understanding through “right reason” of the way God had created the world.
But one should recall the comment of William of Ockham that, although
Aristotle “knew everything,” God had created Aristotle, and God could
change things. Ockham went on to denounce the pope as an “Antichrist.”
Replace God by humanity and the pope by the Soviet leadership and one
has a hint of Mao’s “promethean” streak. Consider “Ockham’s razor” and
Mao’s belief that scientific theories were amenable to all people if
expressed simply with an economy of words. Then consider Ockham’s most
famous follower, Martin Luther, cast as a quasi-pope, used by careerists to
justify “independent kingdoms,” and pronouncing against the peasant
disorder he had helped to foment. Here we have Mao’s dilemma in the
Cultural Revolution. In the end, Luther, who originally wanted everyone
(aided by their pastor) to work out “the correct line,” had to pronounce on
“God’s law” (an earlier form of “supreme directives”) but was never sure
whether he had been misled by Satan.'” (Remember Mao’s remark in a
moment of doubt: “Don’t put all the blame on Comrade Liu Shaoqi.”'")

Mao had several Satans, all misled by an “idealism” Mao had helped to
promote. | am not too worried by such a charge (any more than Meisner is
worried by Mao’s “utopianism”) and do not see how one can avoid
idealism. Just read Engels’ comments on how the German working class
inherited classical German philosophy'® in the work Wang Ruoshui felt
should be translated as “Feuerbach and the Outcome [Ausgang, Chinese
[ieguo] of Classical German Philosophy,” rather than the normal and
misleading title of “Ludwig Feuerbach and the End [zongjie] of Classical
German Philosophy.”"” To dispense completely with idealism is to render
technology without a telos. Mao’s “idealist” deviation was, on the contrary,
a source of strength.

Let me repeat an earlier comment and underline Meisner’s contribution
to this volume. Mao criticized Stalin’s mechanistic world for neglecting
humans. For Mao (in an Aristotelian vein different from the reference
above), it was politics that had to be added to the Stalinist view in order to
realize the human telos:

Stalin’s two slogans lack dialectics. [If you say] technology decides
everything, what about politics? [If you say] cadres decide everything,



what about the masses? Lenin said it well: the soviets plus
electrification is communism. The soviets are politics, and
electrification 1s technology. The unity of professional work and
politics produces communism.'*

Although I will not go as far as Andors in his optimistic view of Mao’s
industrial management policies in the Great Leap,"” one should recall
Andors’ stress on Mao’s attempt to unite “politics, policy, and operations.”
It is a commonplace that the policy-operations dichotomy, stressed in older
books on management, is about as incoherent as the Westminster
parliamentary system, though like that parliamentary system it is useful as
an ideal standard. Mao set himself the task of uniting policy and operations,
and indeed going beyond them by stressing politics.

This was a noble attempt and cannot be dismissed just because Mao
premised the task on principles of “class struggle” that could not be
operationalized on the shop floor. Contemporary critics are undoubtedly
correct that the Cultural Revolution led to much inhumanity, and the desire
to put a human telos back into the Stalinist machine led to tragedy. Perhaps
the Cultural Revolution was the inevitable consequence of the early 1960s’
stress on class struggle at all levels—inappropriate “politics” perhaps. But it
was certainly not the inevitable consequence of a stress on politics per se.
Liberals such as Pateman have stressed that primacy should be given to (a
different kind of) politics.'® So have neo-Aristotelians such as Hannah
Arendt.'” Surely only those of the old “antitotalitarian” school, who talk of
the inevitable progression from Rousseau to Stalin'® (even perhaps
Medicare to Belsen), or neolibertarians such as Milton Friedman who talk
of the reverse “political” hidden hand," would disagree.

Marcuse and Mao: A Comparison

Of course, there were many ways other than Mao’s of recovering human
goals. Critical Marxism grew up in the West as a reaction against the non-
dialectical, humanless socialism of the Soviet Union and, by drawing on the
early Marx, sought to reintroduce some notion of the human telos into
Marxism. Marcuse was the heir to that tradition. As Marcuse saw it,
technology should not be seen as neutral. Technical processes, once geared
to human ends, had distorted both liberal and socialist ideas to serve



nonhuman ends. Consumption of the fruits of technology had totally
corrupted the progressive forces of traditional Marxism (the proletariat),
bringing about a totally administered society in which democracy was
simply a formality. Socialist societies were ruled more by the technology of
repression, while capitalist societies were distorted by the technology of
“repressive tolerance.” Culture was no longer a vehicle of protest but a
consumer item. Philosophy was no longer the vehicle for the flowering of
human reason but a technical guide to clear thinking. Science and
technology were no longer vehicles of emancipation from domination and
accommodation to nature. On the contrary, scientific method, “which led to
the ever-more-effective domination of nature . . . came to provide the pure
concepts for the evermore-effective domination of man by man through the
domination of nature.””

Here science and technology were simply ideologies legitimizing the
power of those who controlled them. The world was that of the technical
and social engineer, in which humans were no longer creative subjects but
merely means to greater rationality. The only way out was appeal to
marginalized groups or the wretched of the earth.

The Marxism of the Frankfurt School, or the quasi-Marxism of Marcuse
and others, found little resonance in China, at least until the 1980s, and then
they were roundly denounced as a form of “ultra-leftism” that negated
everything including science and technology themselves. As Xia Jisong,
one critic of the Frankfurt School, put it:

As for science and technology, they are an important component of the
culture of humankind; they have no class nature in themselves.
Admittedly in class societies, for example in capitalist society, the use
of science and technology in production is usually bound to cause
harm to the workers; but the cause lies in the capitalist system of
exploitation and not in science and technology themselves. ... What
the socialist system should negate is not science and technology but
the decadent capitalist system of exploitation which impedes the
development of science and technology and the development of the
productive forces.”'

I shall say little of such discussions here; I have written elsewhere on the
similarities between Mao and what is nowadays called “the alienation
school,” which includes persons such as Wang Ruoshui.”” Let me merely



underline the point made above. The rejection of a humanless model of
socialism, among the critical school, led eventually to an antitechnological
view. Mao, however, while rejecting the humanless model, had
extraordinary faith in technology. As Pischel has pointed out, the
antitechnology stance of many European “Maoists” had little in common
with Mao.” Those “Maoists” were the products of industrial society, not
one struggling always to ‘“catch up” with the technologically advanced
nations. In the Great Leap Forward, it was precisely technology that was to
transform the country in a short space of time. In the Cultural Revolution,
tremendous efforts were made to promote institutions like the July Twenty-
first Workers’ Universities to broaden the base of technological education.

It is not just “Maoists” who doubt Mao’s faith in technology. Many
economists talk about Mao adopting an ‘“ambivalent” approach to
technology. Howe and Walker, for example, note a contradiction between
the affirmation of “self-reliance” in the mid- to late 1960s and the imports
of technology, which by the 1970s became very large indeed. “Campaigns
against foreign technology in 1975 and 1976 appear to echo many of his
feelings on the subject.”” It is difficult to ascertain just what Mao’s views
actually were during the days of the so-called Gang of Four, but should one
not suspect that the objections centered not so much on the importation of
technology per se as on the importation of complete plants? Many non-
Marxists worry about such moves on the ground of inadequate
infrastructure to ensure full operation; many economists should be
ambivalent. From a Marxist point of view, a major objection has been that
complete plants embody the relations of production of their country of
origin, or, to put it another way, forces of production only exist within given
relations of production. This point of view, unfashionable among China’s
present leaders, was certainly one in which Mao believed. As to whether
Mao extended this to worries about all technology, we cannot say. Suffice it
to observe that only a strange theorist, believing that technology cannot be
neutral, would not have such worries. As I type this essay on a computer, |
am aware of the enormously liberating experience that electronics offers,
while fearing the use that technology might be put to in curtailing freedom
or producing (in Illich’s words) a less “convivial” society.”

While affirming the positive role of technology, however, Mao, like the
critical Marxists (as well as many critical non-Marxists), took a stand
against what in the West would be called “technologism” or “technocratic



ideology.” This was the trend that collapsed the classical telos into techne,
where technique became self-serving and emancipatory ends were lost.
Mao was not to make the “revisionist” step (taken recently by critics in
China) of talking about the appearance of human “alienation” in “socialist”
society manifesting itself apparently in conditions different from those
dominated by the commodified labor-power discussed by Marx. But surely,
in moves such as his provisions for the Anshan Constitution,”® Mao was
trying to counter a similar trend.

Unlike Marcuse, Mao was optimistic; how otherwise would he have been
found guilty of excessive faith in the human will to surmount obstacles (his
alleged “voluntarism™)? But it was always a qualified optimism. This was
so not just because of Luther-like doubts but, indeed, befitted a dialectician
who believed that in every success there must be failure. Unlike Marcuse,
he was optimistic about the role of the proletariat. But again this optimism
was qualified. In the late 1920s and early 1930s workers showed
themselves unwilling to rise. In the 1950s Mao’s Yan’an section of the party
(Gao Gang’s “Party of the Red Areas”) remained contemptuous of the
urban Communist underground (Gao Gang’s “Party of the White Areas™)—
tensions that later manifested themselves in the Cultural Revolution. In that
revolution Mao surely endorsed the criticism of the All-China Federation of
Trade Unions, which had apparently responded to “the sugar-coated bullets
of the bourgeoisie” in much the same way as Marcuse’s malleable
American workers. Indeed, Mao himself appealed at times to the
marginalized—the “poor and blank” uncorrupted by the technology of
consumption.

Both Mao’s and Marcuse’s critical reaction grew out of the view that
technology, by its very nature, should be defined in terms of human ends.
Marcuse spoke of the original (teleological) notion of “reason,” whilst Mao
was more earthy, supporting slogans like “humans before weapons.””’
Though they disagreed in terms of an optimistic/pessimistic appraisal, Mao
and Marcuse would concur that, in Marxist terms, technology ought to be
related to praxis.

But praxis has been a word much misused. There are a few strange
Marxists in China nowadays who speculate about the role of praxis in
relation to “black holes” in space and the like;” their comments
demonstrate a continuing confusion in China between science and



technology. Surely, praxis has meaning only in terms of the latter—how to
combine science with human ends.

Of course, ontologically, science has to be prior to technology. But this
need not be the case socially. Marcuse argued how, in capitalist (and
“socialist™) societies, means may swallow up ends. One could go on to
argue that, after its victory, the so-called teleological school of Soviet
planners became obsessed with working out a complex set of material
balances and how well these fitted together rather than what ends they were
to serve. Ironically, for a school called “teleological,” technique became its
own telos.”

Technology and Human Ends

Technology, however, should not be just how one uses science to pursue
human ends, but how human ends may be linked to science. The first
formulation sees nuclear technology geared to serving the needs of
increasing energy. The second view postulates a complex causal
relationship between means and the ends that gave rise to them. One may
explain this in terms of the cybernetic language of inputs, outputs, and
feedbacks if one likes. I prefer to see the relationship dialectically—nuclear
technology is intrinsically contradictory and consistently demands a
consideration of the whole range of human ends.

Mao was unwilling to see the argument above about nuclear energy.
Indeed, when asked by Gu Mu and Yu Qiuli in 1965 whether China ought
to catch up with and surpass international levels of technology, Mao
replied: “Yes, we must... whatever the country, whatever the bomb, atomic
bomb, hydrogen bomb, we must surpass them. I have said, if the atomic
bomb goes off, even if half of humankind perishes, there will still be the
other half.”?"

Here, surely (and alarmingly), Mao had lost sight of the human telos.
But, time and again, whether criticizing the “purely military viewpoint” or
arguing against mechanically copying the Soviet model, Mao affirmed the
idea of technology in the original sense of a relation between scientific
means and human ends. For example, only a tortuous logic could deduce
the need to overcome the “three major differences” from the Stalinist
argument about the primacy of the “productive forces.” The scientific
paradigm would surely say that one overcame the difference between



worker and peasant when the productive forces were developed sufficiently
to transfer resources to the poorer rural areas from the richer urban areas (or
from areas where comparative advantage and economies of scale dictated
that they be produced). Such is usually rationalized in Marxist-Leninist
language as the “law of planned and proportionate development.”"

On the contrary, Mao chose to advocate the local development of low-
level technology. This, according to normal economic logic, might have
been extremely wasteful at times, but such is debatable when one considers
that many small industries turned into capital savings, which may have been
impossible under conditions of less than “wasteful” mass mobilization.
What few would deny, however, was the wastefulness of “third-line”
industries that used modern technology, but alas without the infrastructural
back-up to make it productive. But, had there been a major international
war in the 1960s, we might now be praising Mao as far-sighted in that
“wasteful” enterprise. An assessment of technology should demand an
assessment of goals. What is technologically rational may be scientifically
irrational (in this case according to straight cost-benefit analysis, measuring
benefits simply in economic terms with an appropriate [eteris paribus
clause that everyone pretends to know the meaning of but most people
ignore).

Let me push the argument further. “Walking on two legs” might involve
scientific mumbo-jumbo. At least such is the case in medicine. One uses
traditional technologies for which the explanation is often metaphysical and
incoherent. One uses them because they sometimes achieve the primary
goal of health care. Here the pursuit of technology might fly in the face of
what we know about science. Yet, on the other hand, engaging in a
technology might help to produce science. For example, we are now
beginning to test theories about the production of endogenous opiates as a
result of Chinese experience with acupuncture.

Learning by doing can be immensely silly if everyone has to invent the
wheel just for the sake of inventing the wheel. As stated earlier, the
tendency to despise learning not geared immediately to practical goals in
the Cultural Revolution was retrograde. But learning by doing is not
necessarily silly provided one’s human goals are clear.

The so-called scientific experimentation, which proceeds at the basic
level, might be completely bogus. Few believe that peasants were
everywhere inventing new high-yielding seed strains in the Cultural



Revolution. They were more often than not learning to be familiar with
strains imported originally from Mexico and the Philippines. They might
genuinely have believed that they had achieved high yields because of an
infusion of Mao Zedong Thought—a most dubious proposition from the
perspective of science. What is important, however, is that the
experimentation with new technology produced a willingness to take risks
with the new genotypes which were known to be disease-prone and could
result in short-term crop failure, while overall returns in the long run were
outstanding. The aim was to make ordinary people accept risks rather than
that being a cost born by a reified science. Peasants were not engaging here
in science but developing the technology of reduced-risk cropping. They
were engaging in “practice.”

But when Mao said “practice is the sole criterion for evaluating truth”*
he was wrong. As Wang Ruoshui has pointed out, practice only has
relevance in terms of predetermined goals,’® and revolutionary praxis only
has meaning in terms of predetermined goals of revolutionary
transformation. But Mao, the author of that inductivist essay “On Practice,”
did usually know what he was doing in stressing the importance of human
goals 1n social policy. Of course, there were inconsistencies. Recently one
school of thought on the praxis question has said that teleological concerns
may not be the starting point in evaluating the success of practice because
they are subjective. Rather, we would evaluate the success of practice in
terms of “objective results™ (a silly tautology—if it works, it works). The
scientistic legacy survives. Doubtless, to blow up the world would confirm
the truth of scientific laws governing nuclear fusion and might validate
current hypotheses about “nuclear winter.” We do not need that kind of
practice.

Mao and the Engelsian Paradox, Mao and Prigogine

That the latter school might find ammunition for its arguments in the works
of Mao reveals a contradiction in his writing. Mao, after all, talked a lot
about “objective laws.” The point, however, is that Mao, despite his
criticism of Engels’ laws of dialectics,’ still adhered to the Engelsian
paradox put so succinctly by Nobel laureate Ilya Prigogine:



Apparently there are two conflicting worlds, a world of trajectories and
a world of processes, and there is no way of denying one by asserting
the other.... To a certain extent there is an analogy between this
conflict and the one that gave rise to dialectical materialism. We have
described ... a nature that might be called ‘“‘historical’—that is capable
of development and innovation. The idea of a history of nature as an
integral part of materialism was asserted by Marx and, in greater detail
by Engels. Contemporary developments in physics, the discovery of
the constructive role played by irreversibility, have thus raised within
the natural sciences a question that has long been asked by
materialists. For them understanding nature meant understanding it as
being capable of producing man and his societies.... But
“mechanicism” [sic] remained a basic difficulty facing dialectical
materialism. What are the relations between the general laws of
dialectics and the equally universal laws of mechanical motion? Do the
latter “cease” to apply after a certain stage has been reached, or are
they simply false and incomplete? To come back to our previous
question, how can the world of processes and trajectories ever be
linked together?*°

Coupled with attempts to rescue the human dimension from Soviet
mechanical view, much of Mao’s later life was concerned with the above
problem of dialectics. He reacted constantly against those who remained
only within the world of “processes.” He reacted against that view of the
world put so succinctly by Marcuse:

The human world was presented as governed by objective laws,
analogous or even identical with the laws of nature, and society was
set forth as an objective entity more or less unyielding to subjective
desires or goals. Men believed their relations to each other to result
from objective laws that operate with the necessity of physical laws
and their freedom to consist in adapting their private existence to this
necessity.”’

Yet the ghost of Engels remained, just as, when Mao came to see the
Communist Party as a force for retrogression, the ghost of Lenin remained.
But, before we simply dismiss the man as confused, let us explore the
tension further. We must do this because what is at stake is a tension in all
science and all technology—mnot just the Marxist kind—the tension between



“processes” (expressed as general laws) and trajectories (expressed
teleologically). Let me for a moment compare Mao and Prigogine.*

Unlike Mao, Prigogine is preoccupied with the concept of “system.”
There is a long tradition of denouncing “systems theory” in official
Marxism, despite Khrushchev’s flirtation with the subject. Critics, however,
tend to focus on “closed” systems modeled on the steam engine. Here
Prigogine’s demolition of classical dynamics is most relevant.’” For
Prigogine, a steam engine is a near-equilibrium closed system. It is closed
because it does not grow due to inputs of energy from the outside, and
because it depends on an external engineer. It is far enough from
equilibrium to maintain a difference between the hot and cold parts, but it is
not allowed to get sufficiently away from equilibrium for entropy-
producing irreversible processes fatally to impair efficiency. Transposing
this model to society resulted in the arid analyses of social systems of the
1960s, which were echoed in the Soviet Union.

One may readily see the analogies with Mao’s thinking. The Soviet
model was seen as a closed system just like a steam engine. The external
engineer was the planner. Its normal and necessary departures from
equilibrium could be described as “internal contradictions,” but the model
denied Mao’s belief that such contradictions were the motive force of
progress. Departures too far from equilibrium and the appearance of
entropy-producing features Mao saw at first as the development of new
“antagonistic contradictions” (as in Hungary). Using the same analogy, one
may see why the Soviet party saw the Great Leap as a similar departure too
far from equilibrium, whereas Mao’s theory of uninterrupted revolution
aimed at a dynamic reappraisal of that development.

The machine analogy of a social totality replaced a much older analogy
—the biological. In the 1960s, attempts were made in the Soviet Union to
fuse together the machine analogy and the organic analogy celebrated in
Soviet Marxism by Bogdanov.”’ Success was limited. Mao went a different
way, as | shall explore. Meanwhile, let me note that now, with Prigogine,
physics and biology are united in a novel approach to open systems (as they
were with Mao, but he did not use the term “open system”).

Open systems respond to the environment, take in energy, and grow.
Classical thermodynamics had little to say about this form of “negative
entropy.” Prigogine’s thermodynamics, however, attempt to unite both the
second law of thermodynamics (the tendency toward entropy) and the



development of order out of chaos. The argument is that the mechanics of
the industrial revolution concentrated only on equilibrium or near to
equilibrium situations. Clearly such situations always tended to break down,
just as the archetypal steam engine wore out. One saw entropy everywhere.
Mao put it differently: “Imbalance is a universal objective law. Things
forever proceed from imbalance to equilibrium, and from equilibrium to
imbalance, in endless cycles. It will forever be like this, but each cycle
reaches a higher level. Imbalance is constant and absolute; equilibrium is
temporary and relative.”*' Mao, like Prigogine, seems to be arguing that if
one looks at far from equilibrium situations, one can see order being
generated everywhere.

What most of us were taught in the 1960s was equilibrium science. In a
chemical reaction, for example, the random collision of two sets of
molecules, when sufficiently excited, causes bonding to occur. This regular
reaction in equilibrium chemistry may be described in terms of universal
laws, initial conditions, and consequences (Popper). But in a far from
equilibrium chemical reaction, Prigogine argues, a specific occurrence
causes massive oscillations in the reaction system. In this chaotic situation,
fluctuations of larger and larger numbers of molecules take place until a
critical point is reached (the bifurcation point—"turning point” in Chinese
phraseology). At this point, a number of different potentialities exist within
the system, and one cannot predict which will win out (though Mao, the
optimist, tried). Suddenly, one potentiality dominates and a new order is
established. Such a reaction may not be described in terms of universal
laws; all one may talk about are tendencies (or “trajectories”). The initial
conditions, moreover, are forgotten, or simply irrelevant, and the
consequences are merely probabilistic.

What happens in far from equilibrium chemical reactions also occurs in
biology. Prigogine calls the development of far from equilibrium forms
“dissipative structures.” Once formed, these structures, to keep their shape,
need to dissipate entropy so that it will not build up within the system and
kill it (or return it to equilibrium). Since they produce high levels of
entropy, they require high inputs of matter and energy. They are literally
structures that are maintained by the matter and energy flowing though
them. This conceptualization is the opposite of the textbook approaches of
the 1960s (Western or Soviet). Biological organisms are not structures
maintained in a precarious equilibrium so that pathology becomes the study



of disequilibrium. On the contrary, biological organisms are in a far from
equilibrium state and need to remain so to prevent the development of
entropy—the tendency toward chaos, the ultimate equilibrium.

The above discussion of dissipative structures is relevant, Prigogine tells
us, not only to physics, chemistry, and biology but also to society. When we
consider that a biological cell, a person, a city, and a society are all
dissipative structures, we confront the problem of levels, not of analysis but
of reality itself.

For Prigogine, a dissipative structure, undergoing massive fluctuations,
might escape into a higher order, or might generate new dissipative
structures within itself, at a lower level, to compensate for the growth of
entropy. If one accepts this, then the traditional hierarchy of sciences, with
physics at the base, proceeding through chemistry, biology, physiology,
sociology, and so forth, breaks down. Everything is in dynamic interaction,
and no science is basic. No level of reality has priority. The laws
appropriate to each level are different yet feed into and modify each other.

Add to that the view that human consciousness (embracing technology)
is itself a dissipative structure that brings to the totality an ability to
appreciate irreversible processes (that is the difference between past and
future, or simply time), then we have a rich view of the totality. A universe,
once seen as governed by dynamics that were in principle reversible and
which once had to be seen by a “demon,” a God or some functionally
equivalent external observer in their place, now may be seen from within by
a dissipative structure that may appreciate irreversibility. The observer is
the observed in a complex network of dissipative and nondissipative
structures. We have broken away from the world of Aquinas, transcended
the problems of Ockham and Luther and, for that matter, humanism cast as
religion. Even more important, we have transcended Engels.

One hopes that the reader has kept in mind Mao’s theory of
“uninterrupted revolution” of the Great Leap Forward. Many contemporary
Chinese observers are constantly mindful of that, and they warn that
enthusiasts for Prigogine should not use his theories for advocating
disequilibrium in economics.*” They remember the economic chaos of the
early 1960s. Mao would not agree that society reorganized itself at a lower
level in the 1960s; but surely, were he alive, he would have found solace in
Prigogine’s eloquent denunciation of the old axiom that there are no leaps
in nature.



One may see why the works of Prigogine have been attractive to many
Chinese Marxists. Deng Weizhi complains that those who promote the
current fashion for systems theory, cybernetics, and information theory
usually fail to realize that Prigogine’s theory of dissipative structures has
already made all these other approaches out of date.” Dare one add that
Mao, in his amateurish way, prefigured that. As Chen Kuide argues, the
development of science has gone through three phases.** The first treated
science as a branch of philosophy: that philosophy sought to grasp the
totality (and one might add a social telos). The second phase started as an
attack on mysticism and led to an atomistic, deterministic, and mechanistic
science. The third stage, epitomized so well by Prigogine (and, dare I add,
shared in rudimentary form by Mao), once again unites science, technology,
and philosophy. This “negation of the negation” (a notion that Mao
explicitly rejected)” transcends the traditional Chinese conception of
totality, producing a new totality that can incorporate the great
achievements of what has normally been called science during the past
three hundred years. The new approach to totality, moreover, dissolves the
old dichotomy between humans and the natural world. If, in the world of
nature, there occurs movement from disorder to order through what
Prigogine calls “fluctuations,” and if structures reform themselves to fulfill
functions, then there is teleology in nature itself. Humans, as goal-seeking
entities, are simply complex forms of natural processes. Such is heady stuff!
But is it too mystical?

Memories of the Great Leap Forward might lead one to that conclusion.
But one should note that Prigogine’s teleology was prefigured by Mao’s old
mentor Li Dazhao, who, like Prigogine, absorbed ideas from the works of
Bergson.”® There is a strong antideterminist stream in Chinese Marxism
which, we now see, may be reconciled with materialism. Mao derived much
from traditional Chinese cosmology. So perhaps did Prigogine. In Beijing in
August 1978, Prigogine spoke of the coming of an “excellent alliance
between Western science and the understanding of totality and harmony in
Chinese culture,” leading to a new philosophy of nature.”” This was duly
noted by Chen Kuide, who took “totality” and “harmony” to refer to the
“spontaneous dialectical elements in Chinese thought, which had
emphasized interconnection and interdependence.”**

Now consider Prigogine’s following point:



A system far from equilibrium may be described as organised not
because it realizes a plan alien to elementary activities, or transcending
them but, on the contrary, because of the amplification of a
microscopic fluctuation occurring at the “right moment” resulted in
favouring one reaction path over other equally possible paths. Under
certain circumstances, therefore, the role played by individual
behaviour can be decisive.”

“Individual behaviour” here may refer in an economy to enterprises, in
society to classes—or, at another level of analysis, to biological
individuals.” The relevance for Mao is clear. Consider that when reading
the “Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of our Party,” which (in
my view correctly) denounces the Maoist cult of personality.”’

Now what has all this to do with technology? It is simply this. Prigogine,
like Mao, is arguing that there is no essential difference between science
and technology. I am reluctant to argue, as Prigogine does, that science and
technology are closer than ever before.” I still wish to make the distinction
I outlined at the beginning of this essay. But my point is that Mao
prefigured what has become a respectable branch of the scientific endeavor.
Both Mao and Prigogine have to be seen in a teleological context.

Conclusion

Mao, despite his training in Engels (or maybe because of it, since Engels
was as confused as he was on the relationship between Hegelianism and
positivism), has to be seen as a person who affirmed the importance of
“trajectories” over processes, as well as a person who was ever reluctant to
lose sight of a human telos. In the Great Leap, he supported a cavalier
attitude toward science. But his antiscientific behavior has to be seen in a
technological light (as I have used the word)—he has to be seen as a
technological Marxist struggling against a technocratic orthodoxy that
Marcuse (or Ellul or even Galbraith) would immediately recognize. In
Gouldner’s formulation, Mao was a “critical” Marxist, though, unlike others
in Gouldner’s category called “critical,” he did not proceed from the
criticism of technocracy to the criticism of technology itself.

Moreover, though there is remarkable affinity between Mao and the later
works of Prigogine, there are annoying contradictions in Mao. These are



logical contradictions rather than social contradictions—an understanding
of which is the only way to understand the dialectical nature of trajectories.
While Mao sometimes harked back to the old Chinese notion of totality, he
still talked occasionally about “making war against nature.” That is, he
sometimes wanted to employ technology to attain human ends at the
expense of nature rather than to link nature, science, and human goals
through technology. One might expect nature, in Engels’ words, “to exact a
revenge.” To be sure, Mao was sometimes guilty of “draining the pond dry
to catch the fish.” For all that, he should be understood as one who offered a
human critique of mechanistic Marxist orthodoxy, which was rooted in
reality—the need to overcome mindless scientism, ‘“objective economic
laws” seen only as “processes.”

Mao, of course, does not merit a Nobel prize like Prigogine. But he
should be taken seriously as a person who was concerned to solve the
Engelsian contradiction between processes and trajectories, a Marxist
groping, semiconsciously, for the new world of nonequilibrium science and
indeterminacy, rather than as the pre-industrial throw-back, as some modern
“scientists” and “technologists™ cast him.
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SOCIALISM AND ECONOMIC
DEVELOPMENT: THE POLITICS OF
ACCUMULATION IN CHINA

Penelope B. Prime

China’s experience with socialist economic development created an irony
from which two perspectives spring.! From one perspective, China under
Mao’s leadership did respectably well, achieving economic growth and
providing basic needs. From a second perspective, including that of the
post-Mao regime, the Maoist approach to development was an economic
disaster that the Chinese people want to put behind them. One explanation
of the coexistence of these two seemingly contradictory perspectives is that
the Maoist approach to socialist accumulation, typified by the Cultural
Revolution, glorified austerity to achieve rapid industrialization.

A basic economic problem for China, as indeed for all countries that wish
to industrialize, is capital accumulation. The higher the rate of growth, the
more difficult it is to achieve sufficient accumulation while maintaining a
balance with the rest of the economy.” Sources of accumulation within a
socialist strategy of accumulation are substantially fewer than in capitalist
societies. Reliance on capitalists, landlords, or multinationals is eliminated
from the list of options once land reform and nationalization have occurred.
Reliance on export markets to generate surplus also entails a risky
dependence on the international capitalist economy which a socialist
approach to development typically tries to avoid.” Reliance on agriculture
for accumulation by setting agricultural prices low relative to industrial
goods is also problematic; for Mao, for example, decreasing the differences



between urban and rural areas to strengthen the worker-peasant alliance
imposed constraints on this option, as did agriculture’s urgent need for
modern inputs.” Two accumulation options left, then, are to raise output per
worker and reinvest the increment, or to restrict consumption. Raising
productivity, while more desirable, is especially difficult in low technology,
agrarian economies in which the increases that can be achieved may be
inadequate for rapid industrialization. The temptation to pursue the
remaining option, restricting consumption, is therefore great, but it is
feasible only in proportion to the willingness of people to make sacrifices or
to the state’s success with coercion.

Accumulation options in China were limited further by socialist ideology,
as well as by existing economic conditions. Under Mao’s leadership China
chose an approach to accumulation that in rhetoric adhered to a non-elitist
“mass line” socialist agenda, but in practice made rapid industrialization the
priority.’ Rapid industrialization was to be achieved without “capitalist”
methods of specialization, without hierarchy in management, and without
too much dependence on technology. China was also not going to rely on
foreigners or international markets, which in effect ruled out export
promotion, foreign investment, and foreign borrowing as accumulation
options. Instead, a socialist, self-reliant approach was to be followed. This
approach included concurrent promotion of small, medium, and large
enterprises; a worker-peasant alliance through the integration of state
ownership and mechanization; and a call to political consciousness to
augment, and temporarily replace if necessary, material incentive.® Maoists
condemned bourgeois economists’ concern with profits and accounting and
instead espoused the socialist struggle for production through a variety of
well-publicized slogans: ‘“self-reliance,” “grasp revolution, promote
production,” “put politics in command,” “red” over “expert,” “proletarian
revolutionary” principles for enterprise management. The Maoist approach
emphasized the importance of relations of production as a determinant of
the forces of production, replacing a concern with the technological base
per se with an attempt to transform social relations through class struggle.’
“Economism” was attacked for giving priority to production and profits at
the expense of people, ideology, and politics. A 1967 critique of Liu Shaoqi
in People's Daily is a good example:

2% ¢¢

According to China’s Khrushchev, in economic construction we can
rely on a handful of “experts,” “rely on directors, engineers, and



technicians” who give orders. The revolutionary masses are only
“labor” and “ignorant masses” who only obediently take orders from
the top. He and his followers taxed their brains to work out a series of
revisionist regulations in order to exercise bourgeois dictatorship over
the workers.”

Slogans that targeted class struggle as a way to achieve socialist
development began to define China’s revolutionary culture and were
expressed over and over in art, literature, film, education, and emulation
campaigns. In the words of a Liberation Army Daily editorial in May 1966,
“We must pay great attention to the reaction of the superstructure on the
economic base and to the class struggle in the ideological sphere”—and so
the Cultural Revolution did.

Viewed in terms of the problems of production and consumption during
these years, this revolutionary fervor and the emphasis on class struggle in
culture assume another significance than that which the revolutionaries
claimed for them: they helped produce the acquiescence essential to limit
increases in consumption and leisure time in the cause of economic
development.'” The economic meaning of Mao’s class struggle was that
everyone had to sacrifice in the short run to achieve rapid growth—a
presumed prerequisite for the attainment of communism. The Cultural
Revolution was extremely successful at suppressing conspicuous
consumption and discouraging “bourgeois” expenditure of even modest
amounts of time and money on clothes, houses, the fine arts, hobbies, and
ceremonies. The Cultural Revolution also called for decreases in the state’s
commitment to cultural, educational, and health projects that would instead
be supplied, on a much simpler basis, by local communities and work units.
The attack on professionals and intellectuals was partly a consequence of a
desire to curtail social interests tied to expenditures on formal education,
institutions, and advanced equipment. In short, the Cultural Revolution
resulted in an attack on consumption throughout society in the name of
class struggle to achieve rapid industrialization.

Austerity was not sustainable, however. Rapid growth was achieved, but
at the cost of inefficiencies and incentive problems, thereby exacerbating
the accumulation problem. In addition, contrary to rhetoric, the state made
production and consumption decisions, leaving meaningful worker and
peasant participation unimplemented. The role of the masses, it could be
argued, was reduced to policing each other’s consumption, creating



alienation and bitterness. In the end, by insisting on rapid industrialization,
the nonelitist, mass-line socialist agenda was compromised.

This interpretation helps explain the current critique in China of the
Cultural Revolution—despite its economic achievements—and the post-
Mao government’s concern with providing consumer goods and higher
wages. The sections that follow reevaluate the economics of the Cultural
Revolution period by first examining economic growth in these years,
especially its sectoral biases, and then relating these outcomes to three key
facets of accumulation during the Cultural Revolution.

Economic Growth During the Cultural Revolution

Despite China’s current criticisms of the economics of the “ten years of
chaos,” substantial growth occurred during the Cultural Revolution,
particularly in industry." The Chinese date the Cultural Revolution period
as 1966 to 1976, and it is true that the first three years, 1966 to 1968, saw
extensive violence, work stoppages, and distribution problems, all of which
hurt economic performance. In 1969, however, there began an investment
and growth period that has continued, except for a few years, well into the
1980s. If the Cultural Revolution 1s defined as 1966 to 1968, the years when
the ideological stage was set for more than a decade, then, economic chaos
is an appropriate description; if, however, the broader period lasting until
1976 with the death of Mao or 1978 with the end of Maoist policies is
considered, economic growth was substantial.

China’s own statistics reveal that respectable advances occurred during
the Cultural Revolution even if the poor performance years between 1966
and 1968 are included. Some indicators of growth are given in table 1."
National income, China’s measure of total net output value, grew at an
average annual rate of 6.9 percent between 1966 and 1975. This rate of
growth was below the 8.9 percent rate of the First Five-Year Plan when
China received substantial Soviet aid, as well as the 14.7 percent of the
1963—-1965 period, when the economy was recovering from the Great Leap
Forward. Growth during the Cultural Revolution, however, was slightly
higher than the 6.6 percent average annual growth for the thirty-three years
between 1953 and 1985, which includes the high growth of the first seven
years of the post-1978 reform period. Per capita national income also
increased from 216 yuan in 1966 to 273 yuan in 1975." If the first three



years of poor performance are not included, the growth rate of national
income was 8.5 percent between 1969 and 1978, well above the thirty-three
year average, and by 1978 per capita national income increased to 315
yuan.'*

Growth in sectoral net output value followed a similar pattern to national
income. Net value of agricultural output grew at an average annual rate of
3.2 percent between 1966 and 1975, just under the 3.4 percent growth rate
for the entire thirty-three-year period. Net value of industrial output
increased an average of 10.3 percent per year in the Cultural Revolution
years, with gross value of heavy industry increasing an average of 12.4
percent and light industry increasing 8.1 percent. In all of these cases except
agriculture, the rates of growth between 1969 and 1978 were substantially
higher than the thirty-three-year average. Average annual growth of national
income and heavy industry between 1966 and 1975 approximated that of
the thirty-three-year average.

Thus, far from being a total economic disaster, there were substantial
increases in production capacity and output during the Cultural Revolution
period, and especially after 1969. The particular composition of these
increases, however, gives an indication of the problems inherent in the
Maoist approach. Economic expansion favored industry over all other
sectors and, within industry, growth was biased toward heavy industry at
the expense of consumer goods. Both were a consequence of trying to
achieve rapid industrialization, and both contributed to poor productivity
performance.

Table 1
Economic Growth Indicators, 1953-1983



Light Heavy

National Agricul- Indus- industrial  industrial
income tural trial £ross Eross
output output output output

1953-1957 8.9 3.7 19.6 129 25.4
1958-1962 -3.1 -5.8 1.8 1.1 6.6
19631965 14.7 11.5 21.4 21.2 14.9
19661970 83 3.0 123 84 14.7
1971-1975 5.5 35 B3 7.9 10.2
1976-1980 6.0 22 8.5 11.0 7.8
1981-1985 9.7 9.9 9.2 12.0 9.6
1953-1985 0.6 4.7 11.0 9.9 12.5
1966-1975 0.9 32 10.3 8.1 12.4
1966-1968 0.5 2.3 1.3 0.4 -1.1
1969-1978 8.5 29 13.4 10.8 16.0

Source: China's Statistical Yearbook, 1986, pp. 53—54 for national income, net agricultural and
industrial output, and pp. 4445 for gross value of light and heavy industrial output.

Note: These average period growth rates are based on annual growth rates calculated from indices in
comparable prices.

The bias toward industrial development is underscored in tables 2 and 3.
Table 2 shows the contribution to national income by sector for selected
years. The most striking change shown by these figures is the rising
proportion of industry in the production structure (from 19.5 percent in
1952 to 45.8 in 1980 to 41.5 percent in 1985) while agriculture,
construction, transportation, and commerce all fell or stagnated. Although a
decline in the importance of agriculture has commonly occurred in
developing countries as they industrialize, the absence of development in
construction, transport, and commerce is unusual and has contributed to
serious imbalances geographically and between sectors.”” Within industry
the bias toward increasing heavy industrial output over light, apparent in
table 3, exacerbated balance problems and contributed to scarcities of
consumer goods. The per centage of heavy industrial output in total
industrial output peaked as a result of the Cultural Revolution years, with
heavy industrial output value reaching 56.9 percent in 1978, up from 35.5
percent in 1952.

Table 2
Percentage of National Income by Economic Sector



Agricul- Indus- Construc- Trans- Com-

ture try tion port merce
1952 57.7 19.5 3.6 43 14.9
1957 46.8 283 50 43 15.6
1962 48.0 328 35 4.1 11.6
1965 46.2 3604 3B 42 9.4
1970 41.3 40.1 4.1 38 10.7
1975 394 44.5 4.5 3.8 7.8
1980 39.1 458 50 34 6.7
1983 443 41.4 55 34 5.4
1985 41.4 41.5 5.5 3.5 8.1

Source: China's Statistical Yearbook, 1986, p. 55.

Note: Percentages are based on figures for national income (guomin shouru) given in current prices.

Table 3
Relative Percentages of Light and Heavy Industrial Gross Output Value in Industrial
Production

1952 64.5 35.5
1957 56.0 45.0
1965 51.6 48.4
1970 46.2 53.8
1975 44.1 55.9
1978 43.1 56.9
1980 47.2 52.8
1983 48.5 51.5
1985 46.7 53.3

Source: Calculated from figures based on current prices published in China s Statistical Yearbook,
1986, p. 46.

Encouragement of small-scale enterprises added to the bias toward heavy
industry. This was a key component of the Maoist approach. Rural
enterprises were set up both as state enterprises, primarily as the “five
small” rural industries, and as collective enterprises.'® Counting just the
collective industrial enterprises at the commune level and above, between
1965 and 1976 the number increased from 12,200 to 106,200."” The five
small industries, which were targeted at agricultural inputs and therefore



oriented toward heavy industry, included farm machinery, cement, chemical
fertilizer, iron and steel, and energy.'”® Development of the five small
industries began in 1968, and by the end of the Cultural Revolution period
contributed substantially to total output. By 1977, for example, there were
4,300 farm machinery manufacturing and repair plants at the county level,
and 495,000 assembly and repair stations at the commune and brigade
level.”” The output of these enterprises represented all of the simple farm
tools and almost 100 percent of all small and medium farm machines
produced in China. Nitrogenous fertilizer plants numbered approximately
1,350 and produced over 43 percent of total output from all plants. There
were over 1,000 small-scale phosphorus fertilizer plants, producing over 50
percent of the total, and over 3,000 cement plants, producing 64 percent of
China’s cement output. Total small hydroelectric plant capacity grew from
200,000 kilowatts in 1966 to 3,000,000 kilowatts in 1975, increasing to
6,330,000 kilowatts by 1979.%

In sum, due in part to contributions from small-scale production, total
output including national income, agriculture, and industry increased at
respectable rates beginning in 1969. But this growth was highly skewed
toward heavy industry at the expense of all other sectors. At the same time,
despite potential improvements in technology embodied in heavy industry,
Chinese leaders and scholars often comment on China’s poor total factor
productivity performance in both industry and agriculture. Calculations by
some foreign scholars have also shown poor results.”’ For example, China’s
highest productivity growth in state industry occurred during the First Five-
Year Plan and between 1963 and 1965. Most calculations have shown that
since 1965 productivity increases in this sector have been very low,
possibly even offsetting all gains. During some years of the Great Leap
Forward and the Cultural Revolution, inputs increased more than outputs,
causing negative productivity change. Without substantial improvements in
productivity, continued accumulation becomes more and more difficult.

Implementation of Maoist Economic Strategy

In the face of severe economic constraints made worse by productivity
problems, how was the rapid industrial growth of the Cultural Revolution
period achieved? Three complementary facets of the Maoist approach to
accumulation explain both the successes in achieving growth and the



inevitable failure to sustain or legitimize the Cultural Revolution socialist
experiment. First, the leadership allocated via the plan a high proportion of
national income to accumulation, stimulating growth but leaving little room
for growth in consumption or other sectors. Second, the contribution to
accumulation from the local sector increased substantially with the
implementation of ‘“self-reliance,” adding to growth but also to
inefficiencies. And third, the dynamics of the Cultural Revolution were
such that people were enticed and coerced into sacrificing consumption and
working long hours, often without monetary rewards. Hence, nonmaterial
incentives to contribute to production complemented the plan’s bias against
consumer goods, but such low payoffs were unsustainable. These three
facets of the Maoist approach to accumulation will be discussed in turn.

China’s high accumulation rate generally, and especially during the Great
Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution, has been well publicized, in part
as a critique of the Maoist approach.”” China s Statistical Yearbook, 1984
published the division of national income between accumulation and
consumption annually between 1952 and 1983.> The two years with the
highest accumulation were 1959 and 1960, with 43.8 percent and 39.6
percent, the very years when China’s economy collapsed with famine. Not
surprisingly, for the four years after, the accumulation rate fell substantially.
In 1965 the percentage rose again to 27.1 percent, and then to 30.6 percent
in 1966. After falling some between 1967 and 1969, accumulation in 1970
rose to 32.9 percent and remained above 30 percent into the early 1980s.
The peak occurred in 1978 at 36.5 percent. Since the amount of national
income available for consumption is inversely related to accumulation,
China’s high rate of accumulation generally, and especially during the Great
Leap Forward and for the greater part of the Cultural Revolution, meant
total output devoted to consumption was low and exhibited a declining
trend over time.”

The breakdown of productive and nonproductive uses within
accumulation is also indicative of the emphasis on accumulation during the
Cultural Revolution. There was an emphasis on productive investment,
meaning that machinery and machine tools received top priority, while
“nonproductive” assets such as housing were at the end of the queue.
Productive investment was highest during the Great Leap, reaching 97.4
percent in 1960. The 1966—-1975 period, and then continuing to 1978, also



had very high percentages, ranging between 68.9 and 82.2 percent and
averaging 75.5 percent between 1966 and 1975.7

Corresponding to the high rates of accumulation were high investment
levels, especially in heavy industry, which partly explain the speed and
composition of growth. The tilt toward giving priority to heavy industrial
investment began during the First Five-Year Plan but was pushed to
extremes during the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution. For
example, the amount of basic construction investment going to heavy
industry between 1966 and 1970 was 51.1 percent, and between 1971 and
1975, 49.6 percent, compared with 36.1 percent during the First Five-Year
Plan.” In contrast, only 4.4 percent was invested in light industry and 10.7
percent in agriculture between 1966 and 1970, and 5.8 percent and 9.8
percent respectively between 1971 and 1975. Consequently, other sectors
such as construction, transport, education, and health also received
relatively little investment.”” This is consistent with their stagnation or
decline observed in the previous section.

The second facet of Maoist accumulation, self-reliance, explains the
increasing contribution of localities and small-scale enterprises to total
output. Internationally, especially after the Sino-Soviet split in 1960, self-
reliance meant that China imported goods and technology on a highly
selected basis. Within the domestic economy, self-reliance meant that each
province was to move toward producing its own grain, energy, and
industrial needs; within provinces, counties were to do the same.”® The
decentralization presupposed by the Maoist development model, expressed
in this geographical, spatial way, reinforced the development of small-scale
production in rural areas. Since provinces and counties could not rely on
either central allocation or market purchases, there was strong incentive to
produce for their own needs whenever possible. Further, since rural
industrialization was initially aimed at increasing modern inputs into
agriculture, and because agricultural output used in light industry continued
to be tightly controlled by the center, rural industrial development was also
skewed toward the producer goods sector.”’

Self-reliance, then, was intimately tied to the development of rural small-
scale industry, which contributed to China’s overall rapid industrial growth,
and to the heavy industrial bias in production. This local industrial
development resulted in the accumulation and investment of local, often
marginal, resources since state supplies were reserved for larger enterprises.



But as a result of using marginal resources, duplication of facilities, and
mechanization, total inputs per unit of output increased markedly. Two
examples of increased use of inputs are energy and labor.

In terms of energy consumption, the percentage of total national primary,
modern energy consumed in the agricultural sector was 3.1 in 1965. This
increased to 6.4 percent by 1975.°° The percentage of China’s electricity
consumed in agriculture increased from 4.4 percent in 1965 to 6.5 percent
in 1975, and to 10.1 percent in 1978.7' Part of this increased electricity use
was due to increased mechanization. For example, land irrigated with
electrical machinery increased from 8,093,000 ha in 1965 to 24,895,000 ha
in 1978, representing an increase from 24.5 percent of the total irrigated
land to 55.4 percent.”” But part was also due to the use of equipment and
processes that utilized energy inefficiently. For example, the average rate of
energy consumption in small ammonia plants was as much as 2.4 times
higher than that in large plants. As a result, small nitrogenous fertilizer
plants, while producing about 60 percent of the nation’s total using mostly
local supplies of coal, also consumed as much energy as was utilized
directly in agricultural production in 1978.** Further, the mining of coal and
petroleum tended to be inefficient since even small deposits in mineral-
scarce areas were tapped.™

With respect to labor input, rural mechanization during the Cultural
Revolution allowed double and triple cropping, leading to substantial
increases in human labor input. This was especially true in rice-growing
areas where much of the transplanting and harvesting was still done by
hand.”” In addition, many labor hours were employed in tasks such as
collecting and distributing organic fertilizer, leveling land and other
construction projects, and sideline activities. To illustrate, Shigeru Ishikawa
has estimated that in the Yangzi River Valley in 1956, the labor input per
crop per hectare of rice land was about 200 eight-hour days; by the end of
the 1970s it had increased to between 500 and 800 work days, and it was as
high as 1,500 work days in some areas that sustained three crops per year.*

The contribution to accumulation of regional self-reliance, then, took the
form of bringing into production previously unutilized resources, such as
small mineral deposits, marginal cultivatable land, and labor time, but often
to the point of overutilization, frustrating efficiency and productivity gains
and, therefore, consumption.



The final facet of the Maoist approach to accumulation—curtailed
consumption and leisure—provided the foundation for the first two. The
increase in labor time needed for agriculture has already been mentioned.
Leisure itself, of course, associated as it was with a “leisure class,” was not
deemed virtuous. The number of restaurants and other daily-use services
was severely curtailed. The deemphasis on consumer goods and services
generally within the plan was consistent with achieving higher
accumulation and was legitimized through the promulgation of values of
frugality and stoicism. Simultaneously, wages rose very slowly, especially
in rural areas, dampening household demand.”’

To be sure, China’s leaders under Mao were concerned with providing
basic needs to its large populace, and they were fairly successful in
achieving this, although the food shortages resulting from the Great Leap
Forward are an obvious exception. With respect to life expectancy and
nutrition, for example, China in the 1970s compared favorably with other
countries, controlling for income per capita.’® Mao’s call to “plant grain
everywhere,” however, was achieved partly at the cost of slower increases
in other foodstuffs such as fruit, vegetables, bean curd, meat, and fish,” so
that average per capita calorie intake did not improve between 1957 and
1977.*° Another example of the trade-offs involved in providing basic needs
is that provision of inexpensive housing resulted in severe crowding. In
other words, people had access to a minimum of basic needs, but
consumption beyond these mini-mums was checked both by investment in
other sectors and by public surveillance over those who tried to consume
more than their share.”’

In the realm of public consumption, expenditures on culture, health, and
education increasingly became the responsibility of local communities
rather than the state budget.” For example, the number of hospital beds at
the commune and brigade levels increased from 308,000 in 1965 to
1,140,000 in 1978, and health personnel increased from 880,000 to
1,321,000 during the same period.* The ability of communities to invest in
these items, however, varied by their economic circumstances, leading to
unequal distribution and quality of these services.* In education, also, while
the number of students and schools increased substantially, many argue that
the quality of education and research suffered, adversely affecting other
aspects of society, including the economy.®



Thus, although Chinese development concentrated on heavy industrial
growth, the leaders agreed that certain basic needs should be provided; the
provision of these needs, however, came at a very high price to individuals,
families, and communities generally. This price was paid in stagnant wages,
scarcity of many consumer goods and services, and increasing work loads.
These conditions affected all groups in China but probably were the most
severe in the countryside, where double and triple cropping and
construction projects raised the number of working hours tremendously
while consumption possibilities were kept low. The line between coercion
and voluntary choice is difficult to draw here, especially as “class struggle”
is not recalled with pleasure in China today.*® But the fact remains that these
sacrifices were the basis for much of what post-1949 China has
accomplished in terms of economic growth and distribution.

Socialist Development and the Chinese Experience

Part of the test of socialism in Mao’s China was achieving rapid growth.
With constraints resulting from the low development level of the economy
combined with limited options of a socialist approach to accumulation, as
Mao defined it, there was continual pressure for austerity to achieve high
growth. During the Cultural Revolution the virtue of austerity reached its
pinnacle.

Such a savings ethos is, of course, not unprecedented—high savings rates
in modern Japan and the so-called Protestant ethic of Northern Europe are
just two examples. Periods of high national savings rates are helpful for
countries to become, or even remain, advanced industrial economies,
whether socialist or capitalist.

Why, then, the backlash in China? A complete answer to what went
wrong would need the perspectives of a number of disciplines; here, by way
of suggestion only, the implications of some of the economic factors are
raised.

First, perhaps austerity under Mao’s China went too far in how much was
sacrificed to achieve growth. It is one thing to live modestly with hopes for
a better future; it is another to store grain until the barrels are overflowing
and still not be allowed substantially to improve and vary one’s diet. Basic
foods such as bean curd became rare; wages remained virtually stagnant for
two decades; and the enjoyment of even simple pleasures like potted house



plants was criticized. China’s leaders promised a great deal in terms of
economic success, but prolonged austerity—made worse by low
productivity—eventually became incongruous with high expectations.

Second, austerity and high savings during the Cultural Revolution were
not the decision of individual households, but rather were imposed from
above. Perhaps this, combined with the anxiety and results of monitoring
each other’s behavior, thoughts, and consumption, contributed to both the
extremes in implementation and the bitter memories of the process. To the
extent that people believed that high-level cadres who decided in favor of
austerity for the general populace themselves lived well, the bitterness
would have been accentuated.

Finally, despite deserved criticism of the Maoist approach to
development in China, the achievements upon which Deng’s regime is now
building should also be recognized. For example, China’s international
policies under Mao avoided debt problems and capital flight. Without these
concerns, and with a substantial domestic industrial base, Deng no doubt
found it easier to reenter international markets without fear of
compromising China’s national autonomy.”” Also, the roots of China’s
current success with rural and small-town development lie with the Cultural
Revolution’s small-scale industry policies. Other ways of achieving these
results exist, but the fact that it has happened as a result of the Maoist
development approach should not be overlooked.

In conclusion, China’s experience with socialist economic development
leaves us with two lessons: the costs of rapid industrialization in a poor,
agriculturally based economy, and the perils of believing in a benevolent
state. China’s economy under Mao’s leadership made progress toward
development measured by a wvariety of indicators. This approach to
development, however, best articulated during the Cultural Revolution,
contained its own contradiction in which the critique of economising
neglect for humanity itself compromised revolution in the cause of
production.

This Maoist contradiction has led to a crisis of Marxism, and perhaps of
socialism, in China. Discussing the possibility of establishing a “feasible
socialism” without using Stalinist methods, Alec Nove has said: “Appeals
in the name of national development and socialist aims to defer current
consumption would be essential, and would (one hopes) be rendered more
acceptable by heavier taxes on high incomes and avoidance of conspicuous



consumption.”* As the Chinese case shows, this too can be taken too far.
The fruits of Chinese socialism must be shared with the Chinese people. In
the words of Su Shaozhi, former director of the Marxism-Leninism-Mao
Zedong Thought Institute in Beijing: “It is not only through propaganda and
education [that we must raise the prestige of Marxism]—the basic thing we
have to do is to show our people we succeeded because we put Marxism
into practice correctly, which includes the development of productivity, the
realization of the four modernizations, and the raising of the people’s
material and cultural living standards. These are more persuasive than
words.”*
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RESTRUCTURING THE WORKING
CLASS: LABOR REFORM IN POST-
MAO CHINA

Gordon White

Over the past decade economic reformers have undertaken a series of
changes in China’s labor system with the aim of raising labor productivity
in the state sector and increasing the flexibility and dynamism of the urban-
industrial economy as a whole. At the macro (national) and meso (local)
levels, they have taken steps to dismantle the previous system of direct
administrative control over urban labor; at the micro level, they have sought
to redefine the work change status of state workers. These measures
undermine the system of de facto job security, stimulate workers to move
between enterprises, and give managers greater powers over the recruitment
and disposition of their workers. The overall direction of these measures is
toward a more “flexible” labor system working along lines comparable to
the “labor markets” familiar to Western economists.

In political terms, labor reform is a particularly sensitive policy area. It
raises important ideological issues about the nature of a “socialist” as
opposed to “capitalist” mode of production within the Marxist canon.
Policies that seek to introduce the instabilities and insecurity associated
with a “labor market” appear to contradict the conventional socialist
commitment to full employment and job security. Labor reforms are
directed at the urban working class, which, in terms of the official ideology,
is the main political underpinning of Chinese communism. The reforms
embody potentially fundamental changes in the socioeconomic position of



Chinese workers and in their relationship to their managerial superiors. As
such, they threaten to disrupt established interests and understandings that
accumulated in China’s enterprises over the first three decades after
Liberation. Hence, it would not be surprising to find that the reforms run
into considerable resistance.

This essay explores how these reforms have been conceived and put into
practice and assesses their impact on China’s urban industrial economy,
looking at the subject from a political rather than an economic perspective. I
shall deal mainly with industrial labor in the state sector, which has been the
primary target of labor reforms. Though the state sector only makes up a
small proportion of industrial enterprises (20.2 percent in 1985), it produces
the bulk of industrial output (70.4 percent in 1985) and owns most of
industry’s fixed assets (87.8 percent in 1984).'

While the state work force as a whole (including the nonindustrial) is a
small proportion (18 percent in 1985) of the nation’s total work force
(including agriculture), it made up roughly 70 percent of the urban work
force in 1985 and enjoyed a higher average wage-level than the urban
collective sector (1,166 yuan per annum in 1985 compared to 925 yuan).

Labor reform in the state sector should be viewed in the broader context
of China’s overall employment situation where the government faces severe
problems: a chronic urban labor surplus and the increasingly worrisome
issues of rural surplus labor and rural-urban and interregional migration.’
Systematic discussion of these issues is outside the scope of this article, but
relevant information will be included where necessary.

The Previous Labor System and the Reform Critique

On the eve of the reform era, which began with the cardinal Third Plenum
of the CCP Central Committee in December 1978, the Chinese system of
labor allocation was heavily dirigiste, even in comparison with its Soviet
and Eastern European counterparts. It was organized on the administrative
principle of “unified allocation,” which in the early years after 1949 had
been introduced to deal with certain groups with scarce specialized skills of
strategic importance for the new planned economy (notably graduates of
colleges and specialized middle schools). Over time, the practice of
“unified allocation” was extended to include virtually all members of the
urban labor force including both state and collective sectors.*



Along with this statist system of labor allocation there developed a
system of de facto job tenure, not only for workers and staff in state
enterprises but also in larger “collective” enterprises which operated in
reality as part of the state sector. As late as 1983, 96.8 percent of the state
work force were “fixed workers” who enjoyed the right to remain in their
initial enterprise for life.” This also gave them privileged access to certain
welfare benefits provided by the enterprise itself, such as medical and labor
insurance, housing, child-care facilities, pensions, and guaranteed jobs for
their children through the increasing practice of occupational inheritance. In
fact, large state enterprises tended to turn into “small societies” with mini
“welfare states,” and smaller ones operated like large families regulated by
particularistic relationships.® In consequence, state work forces tended to be
very stable, with increasingly high levels of overmanning (to use Janos
Kornai’s term, “unemployment on the job”)’ and low levels of
interenterprise, inter-sectoral, or interregional mobility, and with seniority
as a prime criterion for payment and promotion within the firm. Economic
reformers now refer to the guarantees under this system derogatorily as the
“iron rice-bowl,” which they have taken as one of their tasks to make more
fragile (indeed converting it into a “porcelain rice bowl” which the worker
must treat with greater care and caution).

The existence of these phenomena of rigidity and overmanning is well
established and can be attributed to certain basic economic and political
factors. First, of considerable importance has been the long-standing
structural dualism of the urban economy, that is, the socioeconomic gap
between a relatively privileged state sector (incorporating the so-called big
collectives) and the small-collective sector run by urban neighborhoods, in
terms of wages, welfare benefits, economic security, political access, and
social status.® Urban joB—seekers reacted rationally to this dualistic divide
by trying to get “real jobs” in the state sector; once there, they had little
incentive to move out into the small-collective sector.

Second, the CCP has been committed since the 1950s to providing jobs
for all urban joB—seekers, and it has been sensitive to the political dangers
posed by urban employment. During the Cultural Revolution era, the
attempt to solve the problem by sending urban graduates to the countryside
proved very unpopular, providing much political fuel for Dengist forces
after Mao’s death. The new leadership attached high priority to this problem
from the outset, and, year after year, official spokespeople have pointed



proudly to their record of bringing down the urban unemployment rate.
According to official statistics, the “joB—waiting rate” (the euphemistic
term for unemployment) has been reduced from a peak of 5.3 percent in
1978 to 1.8 percent in 1985.°

These statistics underestimate the problem, however, since they only
include people formally registered as joB—seekers and do not include illegal
or semilegal rural immigrants whose numbers have swelled in recent years.
This immigration reflects a growing problem of rural surplus labor which in
1982 was estimated to be about 35 percent of total rural labor.'” Under the
commune system, local labor surpluses tended to be absorbed by the
redistributive mechanisms of the collectives at team, brigade, and commune
levels, but the spread of household-based responsibility system in the 1980s
has extruded labor from agriculture. Although it is planned to absorb most
of the surplus through local diversification and industrialization in villages
and small towns within the countryside, it is also recognized that a certain
—and probably growing—number will have to be admitted to the larger
towns and cities.!' In overall terms, the World Bank estimates that the total
labor force will increase by about 180 million between 1981 and 2000,
requiring about 10 million additional jobs per annum.'> This places heavy
pressure on state labor authorities, which can be expected to persist until the
end of the millennium.

The pressure of surplus labor further reduces the motivation of workers
to leave state jobs and provide a political impetus for administrative
controls motivated by the desire of a socialist government to avoid
unemployment.”> However, much of the CCP’s apparent success in reducing
urban employment has been achieved by converting open unemployment
into “unemployment on the job.”

China’s reform economists have argued that this labor system posed a
serious obstacle to growth, particularly “intensive” as opposed to
“extensive” growth. In their view, it was too rigid and bureaucratic,
constraining the flexibility of the economy, perpetuating poor labor
productivity, and retarding technical change. Changes were necessary, they
argued, to increase the flexibility of movement of the labor work force, give
managers more power over their work-force labor, and break the iron rice-
bowl of state workers."

Specifically, they have argued that the degree of direct administrative
control over urban labor has been excessive, rendering the economic actors



themselves—both managers and workers—inert. Official overemphasis on
the need to reduce unemployment, moreover, brought direct costs through
overmanning and even greater opportunity costs in that surplus labor in the
state sector could be employed more productively in the collective and
private sectors. Though increasing labor mobility would lead to a certain
amount of frictional unemployment, this could be cushioned by state
welfare provisions (a dole, retraining, and relocation) and eventually
absorbed by a more dynamic and diverse economic system. At the
enterprise level, the introduction of labor contracts for state employees
would provide greater flexibility by allowing “two choices” or “two
freedoms” (more opportunities for workers to change jobs and more powers
for managers in handling labor) and would raise labor productivity since
workers would work harder to ensure that their labor contracts were
renewed.

Labor Reform Policies and Policy Debate

The specific reform policies adopted after the Third Plenum reflect the
above critique. While the principle of state labor planning was to remain
intact, state labor agencies were to play a more limited and indirect role.
They would still regulate the overall structure of the nonagricultural labor
force without as much resort to administrative control. New labor agencies
(called companies) would be set up outside the state sphere; enterprise
managers would have more power to recruit and dismiss workers; workers
would be encouraged to seek to create their own jobs; the iron rice-bowl
would be broken by employing state workers on renewable labor contracts.
The end-product was to be a more flexible labor system, in effect a
regulated labor market.

This paradigm of labor reform has received support from foreign
economists and agencies, most importantly the World Bank, which sent a
mission to China in early 1984 and published an exhaustive report on the
current situation and future prospects of the Chinese economy in 1985. The
report in the main agreed with both the Chinese reform critique of the
previous labor system and the measures proposed to remedy the situation.
Specifically, this meant more opportunity for workers to move jobs and
greater discretionary power for personal managers, particularly the power to
dismiss workers either for incompetence or in response to changing



production and market conditions. In the bank’s view, the economic costs of
frictional unemployment would be less than those resulting from
“unemployment on the job.” Temporary unemployment could be eased by
state provision and by an economy being restructured in ways that
generated employment outside industry and the state sector. The report thus
echoed the rationale of the Chinese reformers and probably strengthened
their hand within China.

Has the reformist analysis of labor policy been unchallenged in China?
There has been a debate on the i1ssue, but this has been limited in several
ways. First, it has not fully reflected the wide spectrum of opinions on the
issue because the views of the disgraced radical Maoists have been
excluded. Second, while there has been public disagreement on labor issues,
the paradigm outlined above has dominated the debate. No well-articulated
alternative position has emerged with a different diagnosis and solution.
Partly this reflects the fact that the dominant section of the CCP leadership,
led by Deng Xiaoping, has thrown its weight behind the reform analysis,
converting it into orthodoxy; partly it reflects the (as yet) apparent absence
of such an alternative.

Most participants in the debate recognize that there were problems in the
previous labor system: rigidity, bureaucratic arbitrariness, waste of scarce
skills, slack labor discipline, low levels of labor productivity. However, they
vary in their evaluation of the seriousness of these problems, their weight
relative to other policy issues, and the kind of measures appropriate to
solving them. Opponents or skeptics of the reform program have laid heavy
stress on political and social as opposed to economic issues. They argue that
the policy objectives of full employment and job security are basic
commitments that distinguish a socialist from a nonsocialist regime and
must be maintained even though they may bring some economic costs. In
this view, the goals of reducing unemployment and raising labor
productivity are, in the short term at least, contradictory. The iron rice-bowl
is thus seen less as an expression of inefficient featherbedding or sectoral
privilege and more of a socialist concern for workers’ welfare. The author
of one rare public critique felt the need “to cry out for the iron rice-bowl
system with a heavy heart” since “many of our revolutionary comrades
struggled all their lives so that the people of the whole country could each
have an iron rice-bowl.”"” The author probably spoke for many, particularly
state and party cadres and state industrial workers, when he argued that job



security was part of “the superiority of socialism” while attempts to
undermine it, such as the labor contract system, were comparable to a
capitalist “wage labor” system.

Critics have warned that labor reforms would be politically divisive and
socially harmful: for example, they could lead to invidious divisions
between “fixed” and “contract” workers, or between the employed and the
unemployed. Open unemployment would also lead to juvenile delinquency
and a decline in moral standards.'®

There has been some concern, furthermore, about the effects of labor
reform on the nature of the enterprise. One can detect three themes here.
First, there is a “neotraditional” position that sees the firm as a family,
operating through quasi-kinship relations of loyalty and solidarity. Changes
that rupture these may cause social disorientation and economic damage.'’
Second, there is a recognition that lifelong job security appears to have been
a factor in the superlative performance of Japanese enterprises; if this was
not incompatible with capitalism, why should it not be compatible with
socialism? Third, there is a more directly socialist concern that a stable
work force 1s necessary to enable workers to exercise their rights within the
enterprise, particularly in the context of any move toward worker self-
management. In the view of one noted economist, for example,
comprehensive adoption of the labor contract system to counter the iron
rice-bowl would intensify an already evident shift of power within the
enterprise in favor of managers, workers becoming “hired laborers™ rather
than “masters” of the enterprise.'®

Views of this kind do not usually signify total opposition to reform; they
tend to counsel caution in the implementation of policy or advocate a
watering down of policy (for example, accepting a partial application of the
labor contract system). But these critics do suggest that the productivity
goals of the reformers can be met by other means: by tightening labor
discipline, introducing more effective wage and job responsibility systems,
improved training facilities, more advanced technology, and better relations
between managers and workers."”

The views of these critics do highlight problems in the reformist
approach and cannot be dismissed as “dogmatism” or special pleading.
Reformers would do well to heed their warnings about the potential
political repercussions of labor reform. Moreover, reform prescriptions do
not as yet rest on sophisticated analyses of the internal social relations of



enterprises and thus cannot answer questions about the extent to which the
iron rice-bowl may, along Japanese lines, be economically productive in
certain contexts. However, the economic arguments of the critics are less
convincing, partly because they are not coherent, and partly because they do
not appear to work very well, judging from disappointing attempts over the
past decade to improve economic performance by strengthening managerial
controls or setting up wage incentive schemes. The reform argument does
have considerable force, namely, that such measures cannot be effective as
long as workers have guaranteed employment in a given firm, nor can firms
operate effectively in a market environment without greater managerial
freedom to redeploy and if necessary prune their work force. That this will
create unemployment is undeniable, but the key question is whether such
movement toward a labor market can be squared with continuing socialist
commitments. I shall return to this issue in the conclusion.

Ideological Issues in Wage Reform

Since the reform paradigm leads labor policy in a market direction, policy
makers have had to confront the question of how a “market in labor power”
fits into their official ideology. In the Marxist canon, this notion implies that
labor power 1s a commodity; since this perhaps is the definitive
characteristic of a capitalist economic system, it would seem to be
fundamentally incompatible with the role of labor in an avowedly socialist
economy. The previous administrative system of state labor allocation
rested on the idea that labor power was not a commodity. Existing ideology
thus provides a theoretical rationale for previous practice and poses
problems for the reformers. In an “ideocratic” policy of the Chinese kind,
economic policies must be clothed in suitable ideological garb; radical
changes in policy thus require congruent changes in ideology that can
provoke charges of “revisionism” from opponents. In essence these debates
reflect different conceptions of socialism—the “traditional” Marxist-
Leninist view and a reform view of a society based on the notion of a
“socialist commodity economy.” The Talmudic tussle over the ideological
status of labor power markets reflects this basic political divide.

This ideological debate both among the reformers and between them and
their opponents has reflected more concrete disagreements over labor
policy. As reform leaders gradually gained political predominance in the



mid-1980s, the ideological frontiers have been pushed back, and previously
heretical ideas have received a public airing. The range of views reflected in
the public debate, conducted in both academic journals and mass circulation
organs, has been surprisingly wide and reflects the political sensitivity of
labor issues. Answers to the basic question “Is labor power a commodity
under socialist conditions?”” have ranged from an emphatic no to an equally
emphatic yes, with various shades of opinion in between. There has been
debate about whether workers should enjoy guaranteed employment and job
security as social rights.

The traditional ideological position, that labor power cannot be a
commodity under a socialist economy, retains support among both analysts
and officials. Hu Chen, for example, argues that labor power is not a
commodity under socialism for two reasons: first, “public ownership is
practiced and the laborers jointly possess the means of production and are
the masters of the means of production. We cannot say that laborers are
selling labor power to themselves”; second, the worker’s wage does not
represent the value of his or her labor power but “the value of income
distributed according to work,” including not merely the value of the
laborer’s means of subsistence but also the value of enjoying and
developing such means as well as collective welfare, awards, bonuses, and
so on.”

However, while denying that labor power is a commodity, Hu Chen does
admit that a labor power market can exist. Other analysts have been more
squeamish about the term “market in labor power,” preferring more neutral
terms such as “labor services market,” “job market,” “labor market,” or
“labor resources market.””!

Other reformers wish to go further in revising the ideology to fit a new
policy regime, arguing that it is important to recognize that labor is also a
commodity in the new socialist commodity economy. They criticize as
naive the traditional view that since workers own the means of production,
they can hardly sell labor power to themselves. Zhuang Hongxiang, for
example, argues that in a socialist economy the seller and buyer of labor
power are two different legal persons. For Zhuang, labor power remains a
commodity because of “objective economic law.”**

Other reformers, notably Zhao Guoliang and Dong Fureng, take a more
practical position, arguing that the answer to the question of whether or not
labor power is a commodity depends on the actual nature of the labor



system in operation at any particular time.” In the previous system, since
there was very little in the way of free exchange between worker and
employer, there was thus no labor market and labor power was not a
commodity. However, if this situation changed, in particular with the
adoption of a system of renewable labor contracts, labor power would then
become a commodity. It is the task of the reforms they argue, to transform
labor power into commodity, with the prior recognition that this is an
essential element of the type of economy they seek to establish.

In essence, these theoretical differences between more radical and
moderate reformers reflect different responses to a basic political challenge:
the establishment of a new congruence between three levels of political
analysis: Marxist economic theory, operational ideology, and specific
policies. The first level is that of the Marxian economic canon, which is in
theory immutable but in practice malleable, thanks to its lacunae and
inconsistencies. The second level is the reigning operational ideology of the
day, a more specified derivation of the first which varies according to
country, historical phase, or nature of the dominant leadership and is the
terrain of debate and conflict in the higher reaches of the party. The
reformers are in effect trying to create a new operational ideology that links
high theory with practical policy and legitimates changes in economic
policy.

This attempt to reconstitute the relationship among theory, ideology, and
policy is complicated by two important political factors. First, there is
another level of ideology which one might call small-1 as opposed to big-1
ideology, that is, the values of mass publics shaped by decades of
Communist rule. As will be seen later, many, perhaps most, state industrial
workers hold “traditional” socialist views about the need to protect job
security under socialism and are skeptical about the labor reforms. Second,
ideological disagreements at both elite and mass levels tend to be linked
with specific clashes of social interests. At the elite level, the “traditional”
view that labor power is not a commodity reflects and reinforces the power
of party and state officials responsible for organizing the previous labor
system. At the popular level, for example, the “traditional” view reflects the
interests of workers in the relatively privileged state sector who have
enjoyed an iron rice-bowl in the past. Both groups pose powerful political
obstacles to the reform process.”*



Ideological debate thus reflects deeper political disagreement among the
party leadership and the clash of attitudes and interests within the state and
in society at large. As of 1988, the economic reformers have yet to arrive at
a new definition of the role of labor in a new form of “socialism.” Are they
offering state industrial workers a better deal in the new “socialist
commodity economy” than in the traditional system? If they are unable to
carry this conviction, they are politically vulnerable to their conservative
opponents. Influential reformers such as the economist Dong Fureng are
aware of this problem and are careful to point out that, though labor may be
a commodity in the postreform economy, this has fundamentally different
meanings under capitalism and the new form of socialism. There are
similarities—notably the separation of interests between seller and buyer,
their separate legal identities, and their freedom to enter into a contractual
exchange. But these are outweighed by one fundamental difference—to
whom the surplus products belong and whose interests they serve.”

The key political problem here may rest on in the realities of labor’s
position in the postreform society, both within the enterprise and in the
economy at large. Will it be better off than before, and what will be the key
“socialist” institutions and policies that serve to differentiate the new labor
system from that characteristic of capitalism? Before returning to this issue
in the conclusion, I shall briefly assess the extent to which China’s labor
reforms have actually made a difference as of 1987.

The Impact of Labor Reform Policy

At the macro level, the central aim of the reform policy has been to reduce
the direct involvement of the state. This process has had three aspects. First,
it involved a redefinition of the regulatory role of state agencies. This meant
an attempt to devolve decisions over labor allocation from state labor
bureaus to nonstate agencies of various types, notably new “labor service
companies.” Though the state would continue to engage in labor planning,
this was seen in terms comparable to the kind of “manpower planning”
characteristic of mixed economies. Though direct controls over certain
strategic categories of specialized labor might be retained (notably college
graduates), their numbers would be reduced, and greater power over their
disposition was to be given to training and hiring institutions and to
individuals themselves. Regulation of other categories of labor was to



become more indirect. Moreover, state labor bureaus would take on new
roles to facilitate labor mobility between enterprises and to “cushion”
frictional unemployment. They would take responsibility for labor shed by
enterprises, arranging interim welfare benefits and retraining and eventual
reassignment to other units. Second, deregulation was to be accompanied
by a corresponding increase in the labor allocation powers of enterprise
managers, as part of the wider move to increase the operational autonomy
of basic units of production. If enterprises needed more workers, they
should be allowed to advertise, deal with applicants directly (not via the
local labor bureau), and use their own recruitment procedures. They should
also be able to lure away labor from other units, using their increased power
to offer wage and other incentives. Even more crucial, argued the reformers,
was the right of enterprise managers to dismiss workers—without this, any
attempt to put the economy on a market footing would come to naught.
Third, the reforms attempted to increase the choice and opportunities
available to individual workers and professional staff. Greater freedom, it
was argued, would increase the general efficiency of labor utilization and in
particular protect specialized personnel against the arbitrary dictates of
personnel cadres in enterprises or state organs.

As of early 1987, though there had been some movement in these
directions, reform economists regarded progress as disappointing. To the
extent that urban labor circulation has become more flexible, it is for
reasons other than labor reform policies themselves. The previous system of
labor allocation has been slow to change. The degree of administrative
direction has remained high, most notably in the state sector but also in the
urban economy as a whole. State labor bureaus at various levels continue to
dominate labor allocation, though some of their previous responsibility for
details has increasingly been devolved to other institutions, notably labor
service companies and enterprises.

Though control over the disposition of strategic groups and labor in
centrally managed enterprises remains in the hands of the central labor
authorities, local governments have gained power over the disposition of
urban labor outside these two sectors. However, the directive element in
local labor allocation is still d