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Introduction 
 
Wang Hui (b. 1959) is the best-known member of China’s New Left.  He is Professor of 
Chinese Language and Literature at Tsinghua University in Beijing, and initially worked on 
Lu Xun 鲁迅 (1881-1936), China’s most famous modern writer, but Wang has published on a 
wide range of issues, including history, philosophy, geopolitics, and economics, as well as 
literature, much like critically engaged post-modern scholars in the West.  Wang’s field, 
broadly defined, is “discourse.”  English-language translations of some of his major works 
exist,[2] but much remains to be translated, including his influential four-volume The Rise of 
Modern Chinese Thought 现代中国思想的兴起 (Beijing:  Shenghuo, Dushu, Xinzhi Sanlian 
Shudian:  2005). 
 
The New Left arose in the 1990s as a form of resistance to neoliberalism.  Much of the 
resistance was purely intellectual, sparked by the perceived arrogance of works like Francis 
Fukuyama’s The End of History and the Last Man or Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of 
Civilizations, which assumed that the Western “victory” in the Cold War meant that liberal 
democratic capitalism had won, that there were no other options for humanity.  The affront 
was made all the more real by the market reforms underway in China in the 1990s, reforms 
that threatened to shunt aside China’s socialist heritage in a frenzied pursuit of development 
at all costs.  To many, “socialism with Chinese characteristics” looked suspiciously like 
capitalism, which seemed to imperil both the party, corrupted by the new possibilities for a 
quick buck, and the people, all too often left by the wayside.  
 
The New Left was “new” because it was different from an older, more conservative “left” 
that had never really endorsed Deng Xiaoping’s reform agenda or the opening to the 
West.  The New Left (the moniker was chosen by their liberal opponents in an attempt to 
smear them) was instead modern (indeed, often post-modern) and international.  Virtually all 
prominent members of the group took advantage of China’s engagement in the world to study 
in the West (most often in the United States), and they were drawn to various strands of 
critical theory popular in the academic left at the time:  post-modernism, post-colonialism, 
post-structuralism (often shortened to “post-ism” in China).  They quickly absorbed this 
vocabulary and applied it to China’s situation. 
 
Three basic characteristics defined China’s New Left in the 1990s and most of the 
2000s.  First, they were opposed to neoliberalism, both for its hegemonic, “end of history” 
discourse and because of the challenge it posed to the heritage of Chinese socialism at the 
grass-roots level.  Second, New Left thinkers were extremely creative in searching the 
socialist canon, in China and elsewhere, for new possibilities.  They were Chinese 
nationalists, of course, but they reread Marx, Proudhon, John Stuart Mill, James Meade, 
Antonio Gramsci, Roberto Unger…and Mao Zedong, in an attempt to suggest that worlds 
other than the neoliberal world were not only desirable but possible.  The far-reaching 
experiments undertaken under Bo Xilai’s 薄熙来(b. 1949) leadership in Chongqing which 
claimed to combine rapid development with service to “the people”—meaning the less 



fortunate—both inspired and were inspired by the New Left.  Cui Zhiyuan 崔之元 (b. 1963), 
another prominent member of the New Left, took a leave from his position as a Tsinghua 
University political scientist to work in the Chongqing administration.  Third, the New  Left 
during this period was often genuinely critical, denouncing the corruption of what they saw 
as crony capitalism and pointing out the steady erosion of protections for China’s poor and 
unprotected. 
 
This was the period in which Wang Hui cut his teeth, as professor, as public intellectual, and 
as editor of China’s most prominent literary journal, Dushu 读书, from 1996-2007.  He 
published on an astonishingly wide variety of topics (to say nothing of the range covered 
by Dushu), including literature (articles on Lu Xun[3] and Mao Dun[4]), history (articles on 
Liang Qichao [5] and the May Fourth movement [6]), the nature of Chinese modernity (and 
modernity in general) [7] and Asian identity[8], and problems with contemporary China’s 
reform agenda[9].  Not everyone liked Wang Hui.  He inevitably made enemies, and his 
critical tone sharpened as a result of bitter debates with liberals (and others) over the course 
of the 1990s and 2000s.  He was accused of self-dealing as one of the winners of the Cheung 
Kong Dushu Prize for literature in 2000, because he was the editor of the review that 
dispensed the prize.[10]  He was accused of plagiarism and poor scholarship.  But all of this 
is perhaps par for the course for any high-flying intellectual, particularly for one who 
cherishes his critical voice and uses it frequently.  
 
The text translated here signals an important evolution in Wang Hui’s thought and that of the 
New Left in general:  over the past decade, the New Left has largely abandoned it critical 
position vis-à-vis the Chinese political economy and the Chinese state and has become 
something of a cheerleader for the current regime and its policies.  This has not been a 
seamless process.  As mentioned above, the New Left were vocal advocates for the 
Chongqing model, and when Bo Xilai fell from power in 2012, Wang Hui published a critical 
piece denouncing the neoliberal machinations behind the events.[11]  The text below was 
published in 2010, which suggests that Wang was already making his peace with the 
regime.  The two events that prompted Wang’s change of heart were China’s rise to great 
power status (and the West’s apparent decline) and Xi Jinping’s ascension to China’s 
presidency.   
 
China’s rise to great power status has put meat on the bones of what were once more fanciful 
notions of a “China model.”  If the China model is a reality, then the hegemony of 
neoliberalism is no more; the Washington Consensus and the Chicago School of free-market 
economics are no longer universal paradigms.  To Wang this is a sea change, a paradigm 
shift, a historic moment. In addition, Xi Jinping seems determined that socialism will 
continue to be a crucial part of the China Dream moving forward, even if what he means by 
socialism is not altogether clear.  Given these changes, protecting China from neoliberalism 
can no longer be Wang’s main focus, and his text should be read as his attempt to formulate 
a new understanding of China’s past, present, and future in light of the decline of the 
neoliberal peril.  
 
To my mind, this explains the strange gravity of Wang’s text, its silences and pauses.  Wang 
is genuinely trying to work toward a new way to see the world now that the crisis of 
neoliberalism has passed.  Of course, much of the text remains a denunciation of 
neoliberalism, but that is because he needs to formulate a new narrative of China’s success 
against the backdrop of the former paradigm.  
 



China’s success, Wang insists, depends first and foremost on her achievement of sovereignty 
(is this New Left-speak for Chinese exceptionalism?), which has allowed China to follow her 
own path, despite the pressures of hegemonies left and right.  Jiang Shigong makes a similar 
argument in his “Philosophy and History.”  Second is the importance of theory and 
practice.  Here, Wang affirms his Marxist (and Maoist) roots, and insists that the political 
history of the Communist movement in China must be read not as a history of factional 
struggle, but as a series of theoretical debates resolved through “practice” (an awfully nice 
word for the Great Leap Forward…).  Third, on a different discursive level, Wang echoes 
Wang Shaoguang, citing proof that the post-Mao leadership, after flirting with neoliberalism, 
has returned to the people.  Concretely, this refers to a number of reforms usually associated 
with the Hu-Wen period:  the three rural questions, health care reform, the reform of the 
state enterprise system, etc.  These measures suggest a renewed socialist commitment, and 
when paired with the competency displayed by the regime in negotiating the 2008 financial 
crisis (in addition to the Wenchuan earthquake and the Tibetan riots), give Wang great hope 
for the future. 
 
Wang retains a critical edge, and stops short of announcing a bold new paradigm.  His 
criticisms are familiar, if on the mark.  China must move away from its export-driven 
economy and create a domestic market.  China must pay close attention to its environmental 
problems, which are also global problems.  When Wang asks:  “What sort of democracy 
should China have?” I think he is serious.  For a long time, he has warned that neoliberal 
democracy was not democratic at all, but it is one thing to denounce one’s adversary and 
another to tout one’s own model.  As he reimagines China’s past, present and future in light 
of the failure of neoliberalism, he does not yet know what concrete form his New Left 
commitment to democracy should take.  But he has apparently decided that he will have more 
influence as an insider, part of Xi Jinping’s team, filling out the China Dream from within. 
  
Translation 
 
The development of China’s economy has defied many predictions—since 1989, China’s 
collapse has been predicted over and over, but China has not collapsed.  Instead the theories 
of collapse have collapsed.  For this reason, people have started to seek an explanation for 
why China not only has not collapsed, but has continued to develop.  In the process of reform 
and opening, there have  been many debates in favor of and against reform, and these debates 
have often touched on how to evaluate questions related to the socialist era and the era of 
reform.  More and more people believe that no matter how we evaluate the achievements and 
difficulties of the socialist period and the period of reform and opening, China’s economy has 
been built on the foundation of these two traditions.  At the same time, the ongoing world-
wide financial crisis and the contradictions accumulated over a long period also signal that 
China cannot and should not simply return to the past developmental model, whether we 
mean by that the traditional planned economy model, or the developmentalist model whose 
only goal was GDP growth.  We need to find a new way to think about China’s experience 
over the past 60 years. 
 
Independent Sovereign Character and its Political Meaning 
 
In discussions of the China model, many scholars emphasize the stability of China’s 
development, arguing that there has been no great crisis.  This is incorrect.  In the thirty years 
of reform and opening, China’s biggest crisis was that of 1989. China survived this great 
crisis, but the traces of the unfortunate outcome can still be found in different areas.  That 
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crisis also had an international aspect, although it was political instead of 
economic.[12]  China’s crisis can be seen as the prelude to the crisis of the Soviet Union and 
Eastern Europe.  Like China, these countries were also socialist countries led by Communist 
parties, so why did China not fall as they did?  What were the features that maintained 
China’s stability and fueled China’s rapid growth?  After 30 years of reform, how have the 
conditions that made that possible changed?  If we want to discuss the Chinese path or 
China’s uniqueness, this is the first question that we have to answer. 
 
The collapse of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe had complex and deep historical causes, 
including the opposition between bureaucratism and the masses, the authoritarian politics of 
the Cold War era, and the difficulties in the people’s livelihood caused by a shortage 
economy, among others.  By way of comparison, the capacity of self-renewal of the Chinese 
system has proved to be much stronger. Even after the conflicts of the Cultural Revolution, in 
which high-level state and party officials were sent by Mao Zedong to work and live at the 
base-level of society, the state displayed a responsiveness to the needs of base-level society 
when these same officials resumed power in the late 1970s.  This was not the case in the 
Soviet Union and Eastern Europe.  But I will not engage in a detailed discussion of the ins 
and outs of these questions here.  My main point is to stress the difference between the 
Chinese system and those of the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, which is that China 
independently and autonomously sought out its line of social development, and on this basis 
created its unique sovereign position. 
 
In his memoirs, Egon Krenz (b. 1937), the last General Secretary of the Communist Party of 
the former East Germany, explained the reasons for the collapse of the country after 1989, 
and mentioned many factors, among the most important of which were the internal changes 
within the entire USSR-Eastern European bloc brought about by changes in the Soviet 
Union.  During the Cold War, Western economists often used the notion of the “Brezhnev 
rule” to make fun of the “incomplete sovereignty” of Eastern European countries.  In the 
terms of the “Washington Consensus,” Eastern European countries did not have full 
sovereignty, but were under the control of the Soviet Union, so that if the Soviet Union had 
problems, the entire USSR-Eastern European system would collapse.  After WWII, the 
system of national sovereignty was affirmed, but in fact, in the world at that time, very few 
countries possessed genuine sovereignty.  This was true not only of countries in the Soviet 
bloc, but also those in the Western alliance.  In Asia, the sovereignty of countries like Japan 
and Korea within the Cold War structure was subject to American global strategy, which 
meant that they were not completely sovereign nations.  Under the Cold War structure, both 
camps were systems of allied nations, and if the hegemon of either camp went through a 
change or a political transformation, the other countries would necessarily be deeply affected. 
 
At the end of China’s civil war, the PRC was established.  In the early period of PRC history, 
China stood on the socialist side of the bipolar Cold War system, and the conflict between the 
US and China in Korea in the early 1950s did even more to increase the antagonism between 
China and the US and its allies.  During this period, and especially during the period of the 
First Five Year Plan (1953-1957), China’s industrial development, post-war reconstruction 
and international status all received immense help from the Soviet Union, and in a certain 
sense China may be said to have been in a dependent relationship with the USSR.  
 
Nonetheless, just as China’s revolutionary process had its own unique path, China eventually 
sought out its own unique developmental path as well.  From the mid-1950s, China actively 
supported the non-aligned movement, and later also developed open disputes with the Soviet 



Union, not only on political issues, but on economic and military issues as well, and 
gradually broke away from what some scholars called its “lineage relationship” 宗主关系 
with the USSR, establishing its own independent position in the socialist system and in the 
world.  Despite the division of the Taiwan Straits, the Chinese nation’s political character is 
sovereign and highly independent and autonomous, and the national economic and industrial 
systems shaped under the leadership of this political character are also highly independent 
and autonomous.  Without this autonomy as a precondition, it is very hard to imagine China’s 
path of opening and reform, and it is also very hard to imagine China’s post-1989 fate.  At the 
outset of the process of reform and opening, China already had an independent and 
autonomous national economic system, which was a precondition for reform.  China’s reform 
has its own internal logic; it is an autonomous reform, a dynamic—not passive—reform, 
which is completely different from the various “color revolutions” of Eastern Europe and the 
Middle East and their complex backgrounds.  China’s development is not only different from 
the dependent economies of Latin America, it is also different from the East Asian model as 
represented by the experiences of Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan (even if in terms of the 
role played by the state, of government industrial policy and on certain developmental 
strategies there are similarities and interactions).  But from a political perspective, the 
precondition of China’s reform was autonomy, while to a large degree the development of 
those countries can be considered dependent (the difference with Latin America is that the 
dependent relationships of the Cold War became the political precondition for development). 
 
This relatively independent and complete sovereign nature was created through the practice 
of a political party, and this is an outstanding feature of twentieth century politics.  No matter 
how many errors of theory or practice the Chinese Communist Party has committed, its anti-
imperialism and its later debate with the Soviet Union were the basic elements culminating in 
China’s sovereignty, and on these questions one cannot make a limited judgement based on 
minor details.  As a result of its open debate with the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, 
China first shook off the lineage relationship between the two parties, and subsequently 
shook off the lineage relationship between the two countries, thus becoming a new, 
independent model.  In other words, the roots of this sovereignty are political, a special 
political independence developed in the course of relationships between political parties and 
political progress, and expressed in the realms of the state and the economy, among others.  It 
is hard to understand the meaning of independence and autonomy from standard notions of 
sovereignty. In the history of colonialism, standard notions of sovereignty may have been 
unrelated to independence and autonomy; for example, countries that signed unequal treaties 
were, from the standpoint of international law, sovereign nations, but such sovereignty had 
nothing to do with independence and autonomy.  In fact, the gradual dissolution of the 
extremely polarized structure of the Cold War era is related to China’s consistent criticism of 
and struggle with this bipolar structure; had China not entered the scene, the possibility of the 
US and the USSR engaging in direct resistance would have been much greater.     
 
In the realms of economics, politics, and culture, China’s explorations of the path of 
socialism and her experiences with reform produced all sorts of errors, problems and even 
tragic results, but during the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, the Chinese government and political 
party continually adjusted its policies.  These adjustments were not directed by outside 
forces, but for the most part were self-adjustments based on problems encountered in the 
course of practice.  As a mechanism by which a political party corrects its path, theoretical 
debates, and especially open theoretical debates, played an important role in the process of 
self-adjustment and self-reform in which the party and nation were engaged.  Because of the 
lack of a democratic mechanism with the CCP, line struggles often can turn into power 



struggles fueled by ruthless attacks, but such factors should not obscure the historical 
importance of debates over line or theory.  
 
From this perspective, we need to rethink certain habitual interpretations of the reform era, 
for example, the idea that the reform did not possess a preconceived model or strategy, that 
we “crossed the river by feeling the stones.”  This is obviously correct, but in fact the lack of 
a preconceived model is the special characteristic of the entire Chinese revolution, and Mao 
Zedong said something to this effect in “On Contradiction.”  What do we rely on when we do 
not have a model?  We rely on theoretical debate, on political struggle, on social practice.  On 
what we call “from practice to practice.”  But Mao’s conclusion regarding practice is in itself 
theoretical; practice cannot not possess preconditions and directions.  In the absence of basic 
value orientations, we wouldn’t know where we were going while we “crossed the river by 
feeling the stones.”  In “On Practice,” Mao Zedong cited a passage from Lenin :  “Without 
revolutionary theory there would be no revolutionary movement.”  The creation and 
promotion of revolutionary theory also plays a decisive role at certain key moments.  When 
there is something to be done (and it doesn’t matter what) in the absence of a program, a 
method, a plan or a policy, how you go about deciding on a program, method, plan or policy 
is of decisive importance.  When politics, culture, the superstructure, etc., impede the 
development of the economic base, then politics and culture  are the core elements and 
become the most decisive things. 
 
In the process of China’s revolution and reform, theoretical debate played a very important 
role.  The origins of theories relating to reform are found in ideas related to the socialist 
commodity economy, which means they developed out of discussions of such notions as 
commodities, the commodity economy, laws of value and bourgeois rights, just as they were 
molded by socialist practice.  The discussion of the question of the law of value occurred in 
the 1950s with the publication of essays by Sun Yefang 孙冶方 (1908-1983)[13] and Gu Zun 
顾准 (1915-1974)[14], against the greater background of the Sino-Soviet split and Mao 
Zedong’s analysis of the contradictions within Chinese socialism.  The same question once 
again became a central issue in inner-party debates in the mid-1970s.  In the absence of such 
theoretical debates, it is very difficult to imagine how subsequent reforms could have 
developed according to the logic of the law of value, distribution according to labor, the 
socialist commodity economy and even the socialist market economy.  Today, debates about 
what path of development to follow are no longer limited, as they were in the past, to inner-
party debates, but the importance of theoretical debates to the adjustments of the policy line 
remains very important.  If there had not been the criticism of and resistance to the GDP-
driven pure developmentalism[15] from within and outside of the establishment in the 1990s, 
the exploration of the new scientific development model 科学发展模式[16] would never 
have made it onto the agenda. 
  
In the 1990s, following the change in China’s  political structure, debates in Chinese 
intellectual circles partially came to replace the function of what heretofore had been inner-
party debates on line, and had important impacts on adjustments of national policy on the 
three rural issues 三农 of the 1990s, on medical reforms 医疗改革 after 2003, on state 
enterprise reform 国企改革 and labor rights 劳动权利 in 2005, and on theory, propaganda, 
and social movements related to environmental protection.  
 
These days people often speak of democracy as a correcting mechanism, but in fact 
theoretical debates or debates on party line are also correcting mechanisms, correcting 



mechanisms for the CCP.  Because of the lack of democratic mechanisms within in CCP, in 
the history of the twentieth century, debates over the party line often produced violence and 
authoritarianism, and we should think long and hard about this, but criticism of the violence 
that characterized inner party struggle should not lead us to negate theoretical struggle or 
struggle over the party line, because in fact these latter serve as the mechanism allowing us to 
shake off authoritarianism and find the path of self-correction.  The slogan “practice is the 
sole test of truth” asserted the absolute importance of practice, but this fundamental question 
is itself theoretical, and we can only understand the importance of this slogan by grasping the 
importance of theoretical debate. 
 
Peasant Dynamism 
 
Whether in the early revolutionary struggles or during the age of socialist construction and 
reforms, the sacrifices and contributions of the peasant class have been enormous, and their 
dynamic spirit and creativity have been deeply impressive.  Compared with other third world 
countries, over the course of the twentieth century, the mobilization of China’s rural society 
and organizational reforms of rural society have been revolutionary and unprecedented.  In 
the wake of land revolution and land reform, the entire rural order was thoroughly 
reorganized.  This long-lasting and intense period of rural reform produced three important 
results :  first, the peasant class obtained a strong sense of political consciousness; even in 
Eastern Europe or the Soviet Union we rarely saw such a long-lasting armed struggle and 
land revolution.  In the absence of this background, the long-lasting peasant mobilization, 
with land relations and reform at its core, would have been impossible.  Compared to many 
socialist and post-socialist countries, the value of equality is more deeply rooted in the hearts 
of the Chinese people. 
 
Second, if we wish to truly understand the relationship between Chinese socialist movements 
and peasant movements, then we must also understand the role of the Chinese revolutionary 
party.  The establishment of the CCP was a product of the international communist 
movement, but what was different about it was that the core mission of this socialist party 
was to mobilize the peasants, and through peasant mobilization to create a new politics and a 
new society.  After thirty years of armed revolution and social struggle, this party finally 
came to be linked to social movements at the most basic level, and its grass-roots nature and 
organizational and mobilizational ability are quite different from those of the parties in the 
socialist countries of Eastern Europe.  Today’s media and commentators too often attribute 
the success or failure of China’s revolution to this or that leading figure, and fail to discuss 
fully the revolutionary process itself.  And because of reflections on the violence that 
occurred in the course of the revolution they ignore or even deny that the process produced a 
new social agency.   To carry out socialist revolution in a society made up chiefly of 
peasants, we must accord critical importance to subjective dynamism, to the subjective will 
of the leaders, but looking solely at this aspect leaves us unable to understand history. 
 
Third, the new land relations produced by the Chinese revolution and reconstruction provided 
the precondition for the reforms.  Had they not experienced this kind of deep social 
transformation, it is difficult to imagine that traditional peasants and their social organization 
could have displayed this kind of dynamic spirit.  On this point, it will suffice to take a look 
at the conditions of peasant societies or market societies in Asia (particularly South Asia) and 
Latin America to understand clearly that in those societies where, even today, they have not 
gone through such intense land reforms, the peasants remain for the most party dependent on 
landlords or the encomienda, and they do not have and cannot develop a strong sense of 



autonomy.  The process of land reform is intimately linked to the spread of rural education 
and the rise of literacy, as well as the growth in the capacity of self-organization and 
technical abilities.  Under conditions of market reform, the heritage of these earlier 
experiences was transformed, becoming the preconditions of a mature labor economy. 
 
In the face of neoliberalism, Chinese society, in comparison to other societies, has been 
stronger in demanding equality and rejecting corruption, and for this reason the lower classes 
have played a strong role as checks and balances.  This is different from this situation in the 
early 1990s when several countries evolved rapidly toward oligarchy, and the reason for this 
has to do not only with the country or the party, but should also be explained from the angle 
of social strength.  At the end of the twentieth century, questions related to the three rural 
issues and to migrant labor, such as how to deal with urban-rural issues in a market economy, 
or how to solve the land problem, once again became topics of discussion in contemporary 
China.  Because of the high degree of reliance of the rural economy on the urban economy 
and the process of marketization, many peasants migrated, becoming a new urban working 
class, and a peasantry formerly ensconced in rural land relations is being transformed into a 
low-priced source of labor for the coastal areas and for urban industry and commerce.  This 
process has a deep relationship with the contemporary crisis of the rural areas. 
 
The Role of the State 
 
Another crucial element in understanding reform era China is how to understand the nature of 
the Chinese state and its transformation.  As many historians have demonstrated, East Asia 
has a rich and ancient tradition of states and state relations.  As Giovanni Arrighi (1937-2009) 
noted in his recent book, Adam Smith in Beijing:  “In the context of nation-states and 
interstate systems, the national economy was not the invention of the West…Throughout the 
entire eighteenth century, the world’s most important national market was not in Europe but 
rather was China.”  He further analyses the reasons for the development of the contemporary 
Chinese economy, and especially its attractiveness to outside capital, and argues that “The 
principal attractiveness of the PRC for foreign capital is not its rich resources of cheap 
labor….but instead is high quality of that labor in terms of health, education and self-
management ability, coupled with the rapid expansion of the productive capacity of China’s 
domestic economy.”  In his understanding, Adam Smith was not a leader in the creation of 
the market order, but was rather a thinker with penetrating ideas about the nature of state 
regulation of the market.  Generally following this line of analysis, the Beijing University 
economist Yao Yang 姚洋 (b.1964), in a summary of the conditions behind China’s 
economic development, argued that a neutral government or a neutral state were the 
preconditions for the success of China’s reforms. 
 
State capacity is an important question in the context of reform.  I have two observations to 
supplement what Arrighi and Yao Yang have said. Arrighi’s viewpoint is built on a narrative 
in which Chinese and Asian national markets have a long tradition, yet in the absence of the 
Chinese revolution and its reorganization of social relationships, it is difficult to imagine that 
the traditional “national market” would automatically transform into a new national 
market.  Late Qing efforts to build military strength and a commercial system through state 
strength, and unstinting land reform efforts after the 1911 revolution created a national 
market unlike that of traditional times, newly configured domestically and in relations with 
foreign countries.  In criticizing Sun Yat-sen’s “Plan for National Development,” Lenin 
pointed out that land revolution and a new national program with socialist or popular welfare 
overtones would fulfill the prerequisites for the development of agricultural capitalism.  In 



discussing the nature of the modern Chinese state, we cannot abstract it from the 
preconditions of the land relations brought about by the Chinese revolution and the change in 
the status of the peasantry.  For example, people criticize the experiment of the Great Leap 
Forward, but rarely note that this same experiment was the result of the ongoing changes in 
land relations in modern China.  On the one hand, the small peasant economy of lineages and 
families came to an end, and on the other, family property, lineage and territorial relations 
were reorganized into a new set of social relations.  Village reforms were reforms of the 
commune system, but at the same time were also constructed on the basis of the social 
relations created by this experiment.  Early village reforms were carried out at the initiative of 
the state, a reform movement involving many efforts to manage and adjust the prices of rural 
commodities.  This reform movement in fact inherited many elements, and the development 
from township industry to township enterprises unfolded according to a logic that was not 
that of neoliberalism[17].  
 
As for Yao Yang’s argument that the history of the modern revolution and socialism 
produced a neutral government, the precondition for this was actually not neutrality.  China’s 
socialist practice devoted itself to the creation of a state that would represent the universal 
interests of the majority of the people, and the precondition for this was a rupture with the 
notion that the state or the government would be linked to special interests.  From a 
theoretical perspective, this socialist state practice was produced through an early revision of 
Marxist theory, and texts like Mao Zedong’s “On the Ten Great Relationships” and “On the 
Correct Handling of Contradictions among the People” are the basis of this new state 
theory.  Because a socialist state takes the representation of the interests of the majority as its 
mission, then under market conditions it is freer than other forms of state from connections 
with interest groups.  Only in this sense can we describe it as a neutral state.  This was a key 
element in the success of the early reforms, and is the basis for the legitimacy of the 
reforms.  Without this precondition, different social strata will have a hard time believing that 
the reform pushed by the state represents the interests of that stratum.  Moreover, the 
technical term “neutral” camouflages its actual content, which is that the universal nature of 
the interests represented by the state is constructed on the basis of the Chinese revolution and 
on socialist practice.  At least in the early period of reform, the legitimacy of the program 
came precisely from the fact that interests represented by the socialist state were universal.  
 
It is difficult to define the nature of the Chinese state on the basis of a single formula because 
it contains within itself many traditions.  In the process of reform, people often used labels 
such as “reform” and “anti-reform,” “progressive” and “conservative,” to describe the 
contradictions and struggles between these traditions, from the perspective of the history of 
development trends, the strains, checks and balances and contradictions among the traditions 
also played an important role.  In the socialist period, we saw two, or indeed many forces that 
mutually fed one another, as well as the sublimation of the “extreme left” and the “extreme 
right”; when market reforms became the mainstream, had there not been the checks and 
balances of socialist strength within the state, within the party, and within all social fields, the 
state would have rapidly been monopolized by interest groups.  In the mid-1980s there were 
calls for privatization, but against strong resistance from both within the establishment and 
outside, the idea of first establishing the market mechanism prevailed.  This was the key to 
China’s resisting the Russian-style shock treatment.  In other words, social capital 
accumulated during the socialist period constituted a brake on social policy at this key 
moment of transformation.  Even in this sense, it is difficult for us to define these critical 
forces as opposed to the revolution.  Actually, in the ideological debates that erupted in the 
1990s, we can find a similar phenomenon.  The critique of developmentalism finally 



stimulated the emergence of ideas related to scientific development or other kinds of 
development.  Chinese society’s universal condemnation of and resistance to corruption was 
also a force pushing for reform of the system.  The neutrality of the state emerged out of the 
mutual interaction among the above-mentioned non-neutral forces. 
 
There are many lessons to be learned from the reform, such as human talent and strategy, 
educational reform and other economic policies and measures, but I feel that the things 
discussed above are foundational, and for that reason are frequently overlooked.  These 
points are part of the most unique features of China’s twentieth century experience.  
 
Changes in the Structure of Sovereignty 
 
Under the new conditions of globalization, regionalization, and marketization, all of the 
conditions discussed above are facing an important challenge :  the bases of social 
relationships, economic activities and political subjects are undergoing changes.  If we cannot 
grasp the new historical conditions and the direction in which they are moving, it will be 
difficult to arrive at new and effective mechanisms and policies.  To understand these 
changes, we need to add a few remarks about some new trends in the contemporary world. 
 
First, with the trend of globalization, traditional sovereignty is currently undergoing a great 
transformation.  The current process of globalization is expressed in two basic ways.  The 
first is the globalization of cross-national movements of capital, which brings with it cross-
national production, consumption and movement, involving many migrants in a relationship 
of dependency on the markets created by trade and investment and the associated 
dangers.  The second are the new international regulatory agencies set up to manage and 
respond to the cross-national movement of capital and its dangers, such as the WTO, the 
European Union and other national or regional organizations.  The former kind of 
globalization is more like a non-governmental force, while the latter is a mechanism designed 
to coordinate and control this non-governmental force, and both work simultaneously. 
 
In the wake of these important changes, the form of state sovereignty has necessarily also 
evolved:  in the context of global movements of capital, basically beginning from the early 
1980s, China’s economy gradually turned toward an export-driven mode, as transnational 
production created China’s position as the “world’s factory,” which was completely different 
from the past relationship of labor and capital, bringing changes as well in the form of new 
relationships between coastal and inland areas and between cities and rural areas.  With the 
gradual opening up of the financial system, China’s foreign reserves surged to first in the 
world, and the economy came to be greatly dependent on international markets, particularly 
the American market.  The idea of “Chimerica”[19] is perhaps exaggerated, but given the 
transformation of the relatively independent national economy into a form containing 
considerable reliance [on outside markets], the term nonetheless delivers a potent message. 
 
In the context of new regulatory agencies, China has joined the WTO and other international 
treaties and agreements and participates actively in regional organizations, to the extent that 
is difficult to discuss the structure of China’s sovereignty from a traditional perspective.  The 
current financial crisis has revealed that the root of the crisis itself lies precisely in the threat 
to social autonomy, in other words, a crisis anywhere can become our own crisis.  And we 
cannot solve the crisis by simply using the former tools of sovereignty (for example, when 
China’s international trade practices are accused of dumping, subsidies or special 
protectionism, China cannot solve the problem simply by employing national sovereignty, 



but must instead go through international mediation; the dangers of high foreign exchange 
reserves cannot be resolved through the tools of national sovereignty either, but again must 
go through international treaties and protection; contagious diseases and their prevention are 
now international matters as well).  International cooperation is an inevitable choice.  For this 
reason, under conditions of globalization, in open international networks, how to fashion an 
autonomous, new form of sovereignty is a new question that requires us to consult history 
and to engage in renewed reflection. 
 
Next, not only in the realm of globalization, but also in domestic terms, the nature of the state 
is also changing.  To simply describe China as an “extremely sovereign state” too often 
conflates the positive side and the negative side.  Unlike Russia, China’s reforms did not go 
through the “shock treatment,” and the state’s ability to guide the economy remains quite 
strong.  China’s financial system is relatively stable, because China did not completely take 
the neoliberal path; China’s land has not been privatized (even if land can readily change 
hands to meet the demands of the market), which not only provided the basis for the 
preservation of the low-cost nature of China’s rural society, but also made possible national 
organizations using land resources to initiate and push forward land certificates.[19]  These 
topics all are related to state capacity and its meaning.  The Chinese state should take up its 
responsibilities, for example by actively resolving the rural crisis, rebuilding the social 
security system, protecting the environment, increasing investment in education and 
reforming the educational system.  On these fronts, the Chinese government must transform 
its posture from that of a developmental government to that of a social welfare government, a 
transformation that will also force the Chinese economy away from an over-reliance on 
exports and toward an economy driven by internal demand. 
 
Whether these positive social policies can be carried out will not be decided solely by state 
will.  After 30 years of reform and the efforts of those pushing for market reforms, state 
organs are deeply implicated in market activities to the point that it is no longer appropriate to 
describe the various bureaus and ministries of the state as “neutral.” The state is not alone, 
but is embedded in the social structure and in relation to interest groups.  The question of 
corruption today is not solely a question of the corruption of individual officials, but is also 
connected to social policies, economic policies and the question of special interests.  For 
example, the development of the high-carbon industry and energy projects has frequently 
been dominated, or even monopolized, by certain interest groups.  Efforts to contain such 
groups through public policy include public discussions, social protection movements, and 
different traditions from within the state and the party. For example, at the end of the 1990s, 
the great discussion of the “three rural issues” prompted an adjustment of national rural 
policy; in 2003, the SARS crisis produced a great discussion of the health care system and led 
to changes; in 2005, the debate over the reform of the state enterprise system and a large-
scale workers’ movement led to a series of related policies; calls from within the state system 
demanding an end to corruption and strict party discipline provided impetus for the anti-
corruption movements[20]…But domestic and international interest relationships have 
penetrated state mechanisms to an unprecedented degree, to the point that even the process of 
law-making, the question of how to ensure that the state and its public policies represent 
broad interests and not the interests of minority interest groups, has already become a 
pressing problem. 
 
The Paradox of the Staticization of the Party 政党国家化 
 
A discussion of the state has a direct bearing on the question of the development of 



democratic mechanisms.  Discussions of the question of the Chinese state must confront a 
basic paradox :  on the one hand, in comparison with the governments of many other states, 
Chinese government capacity is widely acknowledged, as is evidenced by the mobilization of 
aid in the wake of the Wenchuan earthquake 汶川大地震 that occurred in May, 2008, by the 
rapid fashioning of market-saving plans after the financial crisis, by the successful staging of 
the 2008 Olympics, and by the efficiency of various local governments in terms of 
organizational development and crisis resolution—all of these signal the outstanding 
advantages of Chinese state capacity.  Yet on the other hand, even if public opinion surveys 
show that the people are broadly satisfied with government performance, still, in some 
regions and at some periods, contradictions between the officials and the people are very 
acute, and the policy implementation ability of various levels of government and their level 
of honesty are often doubted.  The most crucial question is that these kinds of contradictions 
often trigger a crisis of legitimacy.  By contrast, in some countries, even if state capacity is 
weak and the government ineffectual, the economy lagging and social policies not implicated, 
there still does not exist a systemic political crisis.  This question is intimately related to 
democracy as a source for political legitimacy. 
 
In the 1980s, the question of democracy seemed fairly straightforward.  Having gone through 
20 years of democratic mobilization, on the one hand, democracy still was the most important 
source of political legitimacy; on the other, simply importing Western democratic methods in 
the Asian region in the 1980s and 1990s seemed less attractive.  After the crisis of the new 
democracies and the fading of the “color revolutions,” the democratic movements in Eastern 
Europe, the Middle East, and other regions fell into decline after 1989.  At the same time, in 
Western and Third World democracies (such as India), the emptiness of democracy was 
becoming a universal crisis.  The crisis of democracy is intimately linked to the conditions of 
marketization and globalization :  1.  The major form of political democracy in the post-war 
period was either the multi-party or bi-party parliamentary system, but under conditions of 
marketization, political parties progressively lost the ability they once had in the earlier 
period to represent the people, and in order to get votes, the political values of the political 
parties became ever more ambiguous, which led to the eclipse of representative democracy in 
all but name.  2.  The relationship between democracy and the state under conditions of 
globalization also faced a challenge :  because economic relations increasingly transcended 
the realm of the traditional national economy, thus escaping the control of the state, all states 
had to shape their political arrangements in conformity with the demands of the international 
system; 3.  Following the conversion of political parties into interest groups, or even the 
emergence of oligopolies, formal democracies progressively became political structures 
disconnected from the base levels in their societies, so that the demands of those dispossessed 
groups were unable to be represented in the political realm, which led these groups to employ 
non-governmental means of protection (such as the rise of “Mao Zedong” in 
India[21]).  Under these conditions, not only formal democracy, but at times even the state 
itself came to be hollowed out in many places.  4.  Because the electoral process relied on 
large amounts of money and financial strength, in different democratic counties there existed 
both legal and illegal forms of electoral corruption, which damaged public faith in elections. 
 
By this I do not mean that the value of democracy has disappeared.  The question is :  what 
kind of democracy do we need and what form should it take?  How can we ensure that 
democracy is more than just an empty form, that it have genuine contents? 
 
The Chinese political system is also experiencing important changes, one of which is the 
change in the nature of the party.  In the 1980s, the goal of political reform was party-



government separation.  After the 1990s, this is no longer a popular slogan, and in concrete 
practice and institutional arrangements, the unity of party and government has become a more 
commonly seen phenomenon.  I call this the staticization of the Party.  The origins of this 
trend are worth careful analysis.  According to traditional political theory, a political party 
represents mass interests, and through struggles and debates in parliament, in other words 
through procedural democracy, this becomes the state common interest, the expression of 
sovereign public will.  In China, the multi-party cooperative system led by the CCP[22]  is 
also based on the representative nature of the parties.  But under conditions of market society, 
when state organs directly participate in economic activities, different branches of the 
government wind up intermingled with special interests, and the “neutral state” of the early 
reform period is currently undergoing transformation.  Since the political parties can keep a 
certain distance from economic activity, they can, from a relatively autonomous “neutral” 
position express the will of society.  For example, anti-corruption activities mainly rely on 
party mechanisms for efficient implementation.  Since the 1990s, the national will has 
basically taken shape through the goals of the party, as was the case with the “three 
represents,” “harmonious society” or “scientific development.”  These slogans no longer 
directly express the particular representative nature of the party, but instead directly plead for 
the interests of all of the people.  In this sense, the political parties have become the inner 
core of sovereignty. 
 
Yet the staticization of the party includes two challenges.  First, if the frontier between party 
and state disappears completely, what force or mechanism can guarantee that the party will 
not—like the state—be captured by the interests of market society?  In addition, the universal 
representativity of the traditional party (including the neutral character of early socialist 
countries), was achieved through its clear political values, and if a party is staticized then this 
means the weakening and the transformation of the party’s political values.  If the 
construction of a “neutral country” is closely related to the political values of a political party, 
then under new conditions, what is the mechanism that will ensure that China can maintain its 
representativity?  How will the voice of the common people find expression in the public 
realm?  How to carry out adjustment of basic line and policies of the state and the party 
through genuine freedom of expression, consultative mechanisms and constant exchange 
between officials and the people?  How to broadly absorb domestic and international strength 
to create the broadest type of democracy?  These are questions that cannot be avoided in 
discussions of the self-reform of the party. 
 
When reflecting on the question of political reform in China, we need to consider these 
questions so as to imagine China’s democratic path.  Concretely speaking, I argue that there 
are three aspects to consider:  First, in the 20th century China went through a long and very 
deep revolution, and Chinese society’s demands for justice and social equality are very 
strong; how should this history and this tradition be transformed into democratic demands 
under current conditions?  In other words, what is the mass line or mass democracy in the 
new era?  Second, the CCP is a vast political party that has gone through enormous changes, 
and is increasingly absorbing state mechanisms.  How do we make this party system more 
democratic?  How, when the role of the party is changing, do we guarantee that the state can 
represent universal interests?  Third, how, on a social basis, can we create new political forms 
allowing mass society to achieve political capacity and defeat the “depoliticizing” trends 
emerging from neoliberal marketization?[23] China is an open society, but workers, peasants 
and ordinary citizens lack adequate space and guarantees for public participation.  How 
should China allow the voice and demands of society to be expressed in the context of state 
policy and thus constrain the monopoly capacity and demands of capital—this is the crux of 



the issue.  Freedom for capital or freedom for society; there’s a big difference.  These are all 
concrete questions, but contain the embryos of important theoretical questions, for 
example:  “What is the direction of people’s China’s political reform under conditions of 
globalization and marketization?  How under conditions of openness can we engineer 
Chinese society’s autonomy?  Against the backdrop of the universal crisis of democracy, the 
universal importance of this exploration is obvious. 
 
The Financial Crisis and the End of the 1990s 
 
We will take China’s performance during the financial crisis as a way of observing the crises 
China faces.  Chinese specialists hold a different view of the financial crises than do people 
in other societies.  One debate among many is:  In the final analysis, are we talking about a 
financial crisis or an economic crisis?  Of course, the two have always been interlinked, but at 
a theoretical level distinctions are important.  After the eruption of the financial crisis, most 
media analysis focused on the American subprime mortage crisis and financial speculation, 
but there were also certain political economists, like Robert Brenner (b. 1943)[24], who 
pointed out that this was not an ordinary financial crisis or a question of financial derivatives, 
but instead traced its origins to an economic crisis brought about by overproduction.  The 
relationship between financial crises and economic crises is worth studying.  If it is simply a 
question of financial derivatives, then it is a question of excessive speculation and a lack of 
effective regulation.  If it is an economic crisis, this means that it there is a structural crisis in 
capitalism, and not just a few people engaging in speculation; it is a crisis created by 
problems in the means of production.  In fact, the two are related.  The financial crisis cannot 
be unrelated to the overall means of production.  The Chinese situation differs from the 
American situation in that for the US, the crisis was concentrated in the real economy, since 
the economic structure is highly reliant on international markets.  By contrast, in China 
consumption remains drastically insufficient, and although the state stimulus plan and tax 
reductions maintained economic growth, in the absence of structural economic reform, which 
would grow internal demand through increasing social security and social equality, there is a 
possibility of creating a new wave of overproduction. As in the financial realm, the questions 
are intimately linked.  For example, China’s large foreign currency reserves and the safety of 
the US government bonds purchased by China are a subject for concern, and the emergence 
of this problem, in addition to its connections to China’s economy’s high reliance on exports 
and the hegemonic position of the US dollar, another contributing factor is international 
speculators engaging in financial speculation on the future date of the rise in value of the 
Renminbi.  The crisis in the real economy comes together with the financial crisis, and cannot 
be clearly divided. 
 
Another debate is whether the current crisis is cyclical or structural.  At the present moment, 
here again it looks as if the two are connected.  A cyclical crisis is one that can return by 
itself to the situation prior to the crisis; if it is structural, it means that it will not without great 
difficulty be able to return to its past structure, and that there will be structural 
change.  Looking at things now, the economic situation has improved, which might lead us to 
belief that the crisis was cyclical, but this doesn’t necessarily mean that the structure will 
revert to its past posture.  For example, can the financial system return to the model of the 
period of high neoliberalism?  In the process of responding to the crisis, the financial 
structures of American and Europe were greatly nationalized, as governments in all countries 
intervened heavily in the economy and the financial sector, and even if governments have 
begun to adjust their stimulus plans and to remove themselves from the banks, the financial 
sector still is unlikely to return to its original model.. 



 
For another example, because of the environmental crisis, the problem of natural resources, 
and the need to restore the social relations destroyed in the earlier period of development, the 
high-speed economic growth created a pillaging style of development that will be hard to 
maintain, and we will inevitably have to greatly increase the social compensation of the 
average worker and gradually improve the ecology and environment.   Recently, America has 
raised the questions of atmospheric warming and energy savings, and environmental 
questions have gradually become important topics in international politics, while in China 
some people have noted that this contains within it the question of neo-imperialism.  Using 
environmental questions to pressure third world countries and allowing advanced countries to 
avoid their responsibilities is something that does indeed happen.  Yet we cannot deny the 
universal effects of climate change.  Global warming is a serious problem and its effects are 
occurring rapidly, and problems such as the melting of the polar ice caps, the disappearance 
of wetlands, the desertification of certain areas, the serious pollution of rivers and lakes, the 
lack of water resources, mean that our current way of life cannot be sustained.  In her essay, 
Wen Jiayun 文佳筠[25], who has researched such issues for a long time, cited the examples 
of solar water heaters and rural bio-gas digesters to illustrate that China has done a great deal 
of work in energy conservation and environmental protection.  In addition clean coal 
technology has recently gradually assumed a leading position, and wind energy is also 
developing quickly (although some have criticized this, saying that recent developments have 
seen unbridled efforts).  But the problem is that developmentalism and consumerism still 
deeply influence China’s development model, which rapidly translates into environmental 
pressure.     
 
From this perspective, the export-driven economy must change.  First, to avoid long-term 
economic risks, and stimulate domestic demand so as to change our over-reliance on exports, 
it is necessary to induce structural change of the economy; second, under conditions of the 
global market, upgrading export commodities is also a way to respond to the new globalized 
structure of the economy, and a necessary choice to transform excessive depletion of 
domestic labor and natural resources; third, with the gradual decline of the position of the 
American economy, there must be, over a long period of time, an important transformation in 
global economic relations, a transformation that must be reflected in economic relations in 
China.  For example, changes in the value of the US dollar, and strengthening of the value of 
the RMB in international accounting, as well as its increasing importance in local commerce, 
etc., all will translate into changes in economic structures.  Such changes may not be regular, 
cyclical changes, but rather global, structural changes.  At present, China’s economy shows 
signs of recovering, but in the absence of structural adjustments, we may soon encounter 
another structural crisis, especially if renewed overcapacity creates instability via the 
financial system and other social problems.  In response to the economic crisis, we must 
inevitably reconstruct the entirety of the social security system, raise the level of 
environmental projects, and encourage ongoing upgrading of the economy, rebuilding 
organic, peaceful relations between town and country, repairing and developing social 
relations damaged by blind developmentalism.  None of these are short-term problems; all are 
long-term, structural problems. 
 
From a historical perspective, following large-scale economic crises, social systems and 
social thought all experience corresponding changes.  In addition to the new social policies 
created by economic crises, war, revolution and social movements are also byproducts of 
crises.  The older model of large-scale social movements—like the peasant movement or the 
worker’s movement or class struggle—seems to have changed form, and while there are 



limited wars, there are no wars like the two world wars; the limited wars have not called forth 
the tumultuous revolutions of the 20th century, but rather new forms of resistance.  In China, 
conflicts caused by the reform of state-owned enterprises have dragged on for years, because 
of the lack of an effective solution to the problem.  Some interest groups and lower-level 
governments pushed through privatization plans, which have led to recent social struggles 
and violence.  Regional differences, divisions between city and countryside, and divisions 
between rich and poor have given rise to sharpening contradictions among the people, and 
blind social revenge has replaced the model of social movements of an earlier period.  From a 
political perspective, the relationship between economic crises and political change is 
unclear, for instance in the United States, President Obama’s plan to promote health 
insurance at least showed a leftist tendency regardless of his success or failure, but the final 
results leave little room for optimism.  Politics in Europe is moving to the right, as the 
elections of Sarkozy, Merkel, and Berlusconi illustrate.  The English Labor Party is in 
turmoil, beyond the fact that it can’t decide if it’s on the left or on the right.  Recent incidents 
in North Korea and Iran signal the continuation of regional political problems.  How to 
analyze important changes against this backdrop?  The most important thing is not to change 
some top leader, because even if someone who looked progressive wound up on top, it is hard 
to say what kind of role they could play on the international front.  
 
One positive change wrought by the economic crisis is the decline of neoliberalism from its 
dominant position.  The hegemonic position of neoliberalism grew increasingly strong 
through the 1980s, reaching a pinnacle in 1990, but after the war in Kosovo and after 9-11, 
neoliberalism and neoliberal imperialism were challenged on the world stage, and in the face 
of that crisis, the hegemony of neoliberalism fell into dispute.  With the arrival of the 
economic crisis, neoclassical economic theories no longer enjoyed absolute confidence in 
many societies.  This does not mean that the influence of neoliberalism will quickly subside, 
nor that its unfortunate consequences will soon evaporate.  In fact, the unfortunate 
consequences of neoliberalism will follow us for a long time, but its hegemonic position has 
been thoroughly shaken, and the search for a new developmental model has, to a certain 
extent, already become an objective of enlightened thinking and political values.  Debates 
concerning basic values related to neoliberalism will continue, but these are debates that 
accompany the process of decline. 
 
Another important change can be seen in regional relationships.  Transformations in regional 
relationships and global power relationships are long-term processes, but the economic crisis 
was a signal event.  From the perspective of the history of capitalism, all past important crises 
were followed by changes in power relationships.  For example, America’s hegemonic 
position was gradually established after WWI, and the USSR’s after WWII.  The Cold War 
structure was the result of the two competing hegemonies.  With the rise of these two 
hegemonies, the old hegemonic system inevitably declined.  Today is no longer the era of 
simple imperialism or colonialism, and we must analyze the transformation of the new 
regional political relationships and power relations.  For example, the financial crisis did not 
thoroughly shake the hegemony of the US dollar, but it was weakened, and its decline will be 
a long-term process.  When Hilary Clinton visited China, Premier Wen Jiabao 温家宝 (b. 
1942) honestly expressed “concern” for the security of China’s assets in the United 
States.  The concerns of Chinese leadership are real, grounded in an economic relation of 
dependency.  But looking from the outside, for the leader of a developing country to so 
directly express their concerns about the hegemony of the US dollar to an American leader 
was something that could not have happened ten years earlier.  If China’s faith in the US 
dollar wavers, and China finds the gumption to change its dependent relationship with the 



United States, this will certainly have a long-term impact on the hegemonic position of the 
US.  Prior to the crisis, the reform of China’s financial system was tending toward 
neoliberalism, but during the crisis, China’s banks became the banks with the world’s highest 
market value, and the Chinese banking system also proved to be a relatively stable banking 
system.  In other words, the economic-financial system directly centered on the United States 
and Europe is currently under challenge.  Whether the Chinese economy has its own model is 
a topic that is hotly debated at present, but the debate is the result of doubts about old models 
and old hegemonies, and this is why enthusiasm for the Chinese model is often greater in 
places other than China. 
 
Over the past few centuries, the center of world power has changed several times, while still 
remaining in the West.  This time is different, for as Europe and America face strong 
challenges, Asia’s and particularly China’s positions have changed.  The United States has 
been an important hegemon for a long period of time, but is no longer an absolute hegemon, 
and will continue a necessary decline.  In the long run, this change will have a big influence 
on the world.  What is worth noting is that changes are occurring not only in China; recently, 
the 2nd BRIC [26] conference and the Shanghai Six-Country[27] conference were held close 
together, and both expressed their vision of globalization.  In discussions at the BRIC 
conference, debates and divisions were quite large, but the willingness to challenge the old 
order was clear.  The percentage of China’s trade calculated in RMB is growing ever larger, 
and the significance of this is not limited to the two trading partners, but rather to the whole 
world, and is a challenge to existing hegemony. 
 
Following the shift of the lion’s share of economic development to the Pacific region or to 
East Asia, world power relations are currently experiencing structural changes.  Even under 
conditions of crisis, the speed of Chinese economic development experienced a slowdown, 
but in a world context remained high.  This economic growth is a positive factor in the world 
economy, even if simple economic growth brings numerous problems to the structural 
adjustment of the Chinese economy.  China’s rapid economic growth is not an isolated 
phenomenon; when compared with other regions, all of East Asia has been growing quickly, 
and the economic integration of the region is also rapid.  China’s rise does not mean that 
China will replace the United States, but the rise of China and East Asia in the world 
economy as a whole will change the situation for the traditional third world, and will 
contribute to the creation of a multi-polar world.  This financial crisis was a signal event, not 
a normal course correction, but a link in a larger structural transformation. 
 
What is especially worth noting is that the former structure of world hegemonic power was 
not only a pure economic hegemony and an economic structure but was accompanied by a set 
of political and social relations and cultural values.  At present, economic structural 
adjustments are underway, while cultural and political changes require more creative 
work.  New models and social relations do not emerge naturally by themselves, but have to 
be created by people.  If the structural transformations wrought by this crisis are only 
transformations of regional relations, then they will be nothing more than changes in 
hegemonic relations.  The question that really needs to be discussed today is :  what kind of 
international position does China have today?  What kind of social relations does China 
want?  What kind of political culture?  In other words, we need to reflect on the economic 
crisis and its relationship to new politics and new culture.  During WWI China experienced 
the new culture movement, which also prompted the creation of a new politics.  In the same 
way, today we must question the relationship between the financial crisis and politics. 
 



In the wake of China’s economic growth, China has sought broader international cooperation 
and markets.  China’s presence in Africa and other regions has prompted a good deal of 
discussion and uneasiness in the West.  One wonders whether China, as it deals with 
economic globalization, can not only create another path of development, but also avoid 
dealing with the rest of the world in the Western fashion?  This is an important 
challenge.  China once had an internationalist tradition, and paid great attention to the fate of 
the third world, and China’s reputation in Africa and Latin America and the rest of the third 
world continues to benefit from that tradition.  Can these traditions continue to be useful 
under conditions of marketization and globalization?  Capitalism is by nature expansive; its 
needs for resources is expansive whether in a single country or on the world stage.  For this 
reason I feel that China’s modern internationalist traditions should be brought out anew—not 
the internationalism that was meant to export revolution, but the one that genuinely cared for 
and respected the existence, development, and social rights of third world countries, and that 
sought a road to peace, democracy and common development in the world setting.  If we 
abandon the analysis of the structure of world hegemony, it is impossible to make a profound 
and accurate analysis of China's global position. 
 
Questions of international position are related to changes in domestic relations.  What kind of 
commercial culture and political culture does China want to develop?  How will China be 
different from American hegemony?  China should be different from early capitalism.  The 
market plays an important role in culture and politics, but we cannot allow market logic to 
become ruling logic.  From the point of view of the economic structure, the position of the 
laborers should see an important rise, and the ecology and natural environment should be 
improved.  Moving away from the emphasis on political and economic relations is something 
that is rarely discussed.  The current structural crisis is a crisis in the old mainstream model, 
and now is the time to create a new model of politics. 
 
The 1990s are over.  The year 2008 was a signal.  The post-1989 process has in the past few 
years shown signs of coming to an end, although the event has maintained a certain 
significance.  But this process ended in 2008, as the crisis marked the fact that the neoliberal 
economic line encountered an important challenge throughout the world.  In China, this 
process followed a series of events, from the riots in Tibet [which occurred in March 2008] 
through the Sichuan earthquake, the Beijing Olympics, and finally the financial 
crisis.  Chinese society had its own, divergent reading of its own place in the global world, 
and China’s risk management mechanism expressed itself differently.  In Western societies, 
discussions of China’s rise had been going on for some time already, but during the crisis, 
people suddenly realized that China was an economic player that had to be faced, that was 
second only to the United States, and that displayed a corresponding self-confidence that had 
developed more quickly than people had expected.  This change is dramatic, and to some 
degree lucky, but it is not fortuitous.  The problem well may be that Chinese society has not 
yet adapted to its new status in international society; the accumulated contradictions 
experienced by Chinese society in the process of marketization and the risks faced in the 
process of globalization were similarly unprecedented.  As a proposition, let’s say that the 
true meaning of the “end of the 1990s” is a search for a new kind of politics, a new path and a 
new direction.   
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