CORRUPTION IN POPULAR CULTURE 

Levy seeks to build an argument around how ‘corruption’ is viewed in contemporary China from the lens of ordinary people emerging from a Maoist administration. Asking rhetorical thought provoking questions to the reader throughout he’s argument. Levy begins by underlining that corruption is a worldwide phenomenon not restricted to one country. He is especially interested in China and believes the question of corruption is relevant to all people in all strata of society. He gives the statistic that transparency international ranked China as one of the most corrupt countries in the world (1997), suggesting that corruption in China even from an outsider observation garners a lot of interest. 

“If we don’t root out corruption the country will die, but if we do root out corruption the party will die.”(p.39) This statement lays down a theme of cynicism, passivity and resignment, that is common thread that runs through Levy’s entire argument. He questions whether corruption really threatens China’s economic development and political stability, and explores the interconnectedness between corruption and these two subjects. Levy seeks to pin down a somewhat unambiguous definition of corruption in China, but ultimately concludes that it is a “subset of economic crime”(p.40).He states what counts as a crime is always changing from time to time and from circumstance to circumstance. 

Levy is a professor in the political science department of Salem State University. He’s research interests include Chinese political- economy, language and governance among others. Having 21 years academic experience and extensive published research on Chinese diaspora communities in Boston, USA. Levy uses information from informal unrecorded and recorded interviews in Taishan, Guangdong and supplements it with secondary sources. Finding that most discourse around corruption is built on the premise that the system should be changed. When speaking on corruption the people interview focused on ways of how they could benefit from an inevitably corrupt system. There is a clear sense in Levy’s work that Chinese people quickly adapt to whatever system they are in. A businessman Levy interviewed said that there is no guilt or shame from partaking in corrupt actions, but rather a sense of pride in making the system work for him. 

Chinese people can see the stark difference between corruption in Mao’s era and in contemporary china. “The emergence of corruption is seen not simply as a result of moral failure by individuals, but as a result of systemic pressures and temptations.”(p.45) Highlighting that there is an overwhelming resignation that ‘normal’ people could not do much about corruption and if change were to begin it should begin at the top. However despite the view that contemporary China is almost cutthroat corrupt, people did not wish to see a return to Mao days. A combination of extreme poverty and strict control of daily life, it was hard to see ‘carry our corruption’ at a grassroots level. Finding people who lived through the Mao era understood the complexity of the trade offs between increasing affluence and decreasing public morals. 

The newly created wealthy entrepreneurial strata, that grew quickly in the 1970s and 80s and was larger than that of Singapore and Japan, Levy argues that may have been in part through “illegal methods” and the culture of corruption in china, and there is room for discussion on this. This wealthy strata was spoken of as beneficiaries of an unfair system rather than as corrupt individuals. Levy concludes by asking the reader to analyse the moral and social implications of corruption in our own regions, and questions whether Chinese opinion on the matter will shift in the coming years.  
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