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Part I Introduction





1 POLITICS, SCHOLARSHIP, AND CHINESE SOCIALISM

Arif Dirlik and Meisner Maurice

DOI: 10.4324/9781315289335-1


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.1

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.”2 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.3 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 is 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.4 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.5

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 is 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.”6 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.7 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 is what is now needed: with so many today engaged in efforts to change China, it is 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 is at issue is 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.8 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.9

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.10 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 issues 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.11 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 is 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.12

That what is 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.13 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.14 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.

Illustrative 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.”15 Another pervasive view is that socialism has been responsible for perpetuating China’s backwardness, even exacerbating it.16 Socialism is also accused of culpability in the general breakdown of public and private morality in China.17

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.18

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.19 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.20

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.21 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.22 Friedrich Hegel, who played a seminal role in articulating this aspect of modern historical consciousness, placed China in the “childhood” of history.23 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.24 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,”25 a veneration of China for its mystifying antiquity combined with a condescending attitude toward Chinese resistance (or inability) to become more like ourselves.26 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—lends 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,”27 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”28) 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.”29 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.”30

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.”31 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 is 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.
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	. The placement of personal rather than long-term historical issues in the fore ground is a problem both in the personalized interpretations of China by outsiders and in the interpretations of the Chinese revolutionary experience based on personal expe riences of Chinese themselves. For an example of the former, see E. E. Bauer, China Takes Off: Technology Transfer and Modernization (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1986). Examples of the latter are Nien Cheng, Life and Death in Shanghai (New York: Penguin Books, 1988); Yue Daiyun and Carolyn Wakeman, To the Storm_ The Odyssey of a Revolutionary Chinese Woman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985); and the many cases included in Anne Thurston, Enemies of the People (New York: Knopf, 1987). These works are singled out here not to trivialize what they have to tell us about individual experiences of the Cultural Revolution, but because it is im possible to be callous about what they have to tell us, which dramatizes the moral dif ficulties posed for historical explanation and interpretation by individual experiences. The moral difficulties involved, however, are not even apparent unless we bring to the foreground the moral dilemmas presented by intellectual choice. Should we be so overwhelmed with the profound sufferings of the individuals chronicled in these works that we should sweep aside issues raised by the Chinese revolution? This may be no less irresponsible, both intellectually and morally, than “forgetting” that the Chinese revolution was a product of efforts by three or four generations of Chinese to resolve the everyday tragedy of millions. We will speak to this issue further below. Suffice it to say that the plea here for the necessity of recognizing the moral ambiguities of intellectual choice, upon which a critical historical consciousness may be contingent, itself had to overcome an inclination on the part of the authors to exercise self-censorship in the face of overwhelming evidence of personal suffering. The personal element finds its way into interpretation in the interaction between Chinese witnesses and foreign observers. Even as we accord to Chinese testimonial on the Cultural Revolution the privilege it deserves, therefore, we must nevertheless question the tacit or explicit considerations that go into our choice of witnesses. Nien Cheng is the widow of an official of the Guomindang regime who was also an employee of a foreign oil company; in empathizing with her suffering, should we not also recall that the Chinese revolution was a socialist revolution, and one for which the issue of foreign economic control of China was a central issue? Thurston attributes the suffering she chronicles to the moral and psychological breakdown of Chinese society with the revolution (preceding 1949), which she believes has resulted in a profound confusion of victimizing and being victimized; should we not remember that the revolution was also a social and political revolution, and that a great deal of the confusion it created was a product of complex social interests positioning themselves vis-a-vis the revolution in order to appropriate it for themselves? How we respond to the revolution and its consequences is an individual moral choice. The covering up of the complex historical and ethical issues it presents by reducing them to personal experiences, or simplistic moral and psychologistic evaluations, is another matter. Is the preoccupation with the sufferings of individuals to whom we feel socially or personally close disinterested, finally, or easily distinguishable from our own attitudes toward a socialist revolution?
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	Why there should be reluctance to discuss certain issues has been alluded to in note 4 for these authors. For examples of more explicit efforts to discourage the discussion of such issues, see note 14, and the criticism directed at Orville Schell for his reflections on his own ambivalent attitudes toward China in Discos and Democracy (New York: Pantheon, 1988) by the reviewer in the New York Times Book Review (June 19, 1988). This vacuous review charges Schell with being a “cultural Maoist,” which, the reviewer explains, does not “mean to say he (Schell) is a hard-line Communist,” but rather indicates a “zeal for native values that are too often used to justify authoritarian politics.” Is Schell then a “soft-line” Communist? Is it because of his nostalgia for Maoist collectivism, a “romantic” attachment to native Chinese conceptions of moral order (comparable to eighteenth-century admirers), or simply because he wonders about the degenerative effects of some of the recent reforms? The confusion may not be surprising, since the chief qualification of the reviewer seems to be that he lives in Hong Kong, and the gratuitousness of much of the criticism may mean nothing more than petty journalistic envy. Nevertheless, the red-baiting tone of the review is instructive and needs to be taken seriously, if only because it is authorized by a newspaper that speaks for (and shapes) elite culture around the country.
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	The relationship of the Cultural Revolution to China’s past has been problematic, subject to the interpreter’s political inclinations and the prevailing mood. Such a relationship is assumed today in the attribution of the Cultural Revolution by the Chinese themselves to persistent traces of “feudal” and “Asiatic” habits among Chinese leaders and the population at large. Similarly uncomplimentary associations were suggested earlier by American scholars who offered cultural and even psychologi-cal-determinist explanations of the Cultural Revolution (and of Chinese Communism in general). For examples, see Lucian W. Pye, The Spirit of Chinese Politics (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1968), and Richard H. Solomon, Mao’s Revolution and the Chinese Political Culture (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1971).

	See the various works by Simon Leys, starting with his Chinese Shadows (New York: Penguin, 1978). Leys presented his views with such eloquence that he possibly played an important part in shaping subsequent critiques of Chinese socialism. The politically conditioned changes of views discussed here are so pervasive in Western scholarship on China that it would be unfair to cite particular examples.

	The most thorough exposition of Mao’s views on these questions is in Mao Tse-tung, A Critique of Soviet Economics (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1977).

	Mark Selden, “The Yenan Legacy: The Mass Line,” in Chinese Communist Politics in Action, ed. A. Doak Barnett (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1969), pp. 99–157.
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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.


	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 Drafts of the ‘Resolution on Certain Questions in the History of Our Party Since the Founding of the People’s Republic of China,’” in Selected Works, 1975–1982 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1984), pp. 276–96. The intimate connection between the Cultural Revolution and the legacy of the revolution, however, has made it difficult to repudiate the one without raising questions about the other. The “conservative” (i.e., old revolutionaries’) use of the Yan’an period to criticize the contemporary decline of revolutionary values has proved to be an embarrassment to the “reform” leadership. The connection has also had an effect on historiography even outside of China. An anonymous reader for Modern China of a manuscript by one of the authors offering a Gramscian interpretation of Mao Zedong’s Marxism during the Yan’an period, after admitting that he was a reformed supporter of the Cultural Revolution, recommended against publication, not on the grounds of documentation or argument, but because the article seemed to him to be favorable to the Cultural Revolution, which had little to do with the intentions of the article. It merely sought to offer a historical explanation of the peculiarities of Mao’s Marxism based on the history of the revolution. In other words, even historical explanations that suggest a history to the Cultural Revolution need to be suppressed!

	See Dirlik’s essay, “Postsocialism,” chapter 18 of this volume, for a discussion of this problem. It might be useful here to take note of a recent essay by Paul Cohen that not only illustrates this point but is exemplary as a text of much of the discussion. Cohen, “The Post-Mao Reforms in Historical Perspective,” Journal of Asian Studies 47,3 (August 1988): 518–40. Cohen draws a distinction between “systemic analysis” of China and a perspective that “lays a much greater stress on those characteristics of the Chinese situation that are peculiar to China” (p. 518). He then proceeds to place Deng Xiaoping and the current “reforms” in a “historical perspective,” which renders Deng as the latest in a series of “authoritarian reformers” beginning with the Empress Dowager Ci Xi and continuing with Yuan Shikai and Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek). Deng’s reforms in this historical 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 predecessors” (p. 535). We presume that the essay is meant to illustrate what Cohen calls a “China-specific perspective,” an example of writing Chinese history “from within” of which he has been an advocate. The essay in fact illustrates how an abstract historicism may distance actual history in the very process of purportedly placing it within a “historical perspective.” Aside from a reference to Mao’s Cultural Revolution and passing references to Deng’s “communism,” which, as used, reduce communism to a mere label without content, the discussion makes no reference to socialism and no effort to place Deng within the immediate perspective provided by the history of socialism in China; indeed, the revolution disappears from sight as Cohen establishes a lineage of reform that focuses on a series of “reformers” who, the author neglects to say, were not only informed by vastly different ideological perspectives on the question of reform, but whose reform efforts took place under radically different social, political, and global circumstances. As is typical of this kind of “historical perspective,” history is reduced to the activities of individual leaders, and the social and political relations that the individuals articulate (or must respond to) form no part of the analysis. This kind of dehistoricizing and desocializing approach in the end uses history to disguise its basically culturalist assumptions about other societies.

	See Fox Butterfield’s report on a conference at Brown University in the fall of 1987 that undertook to evaluate Deng Xiaoping’s reforms, “Mao and Deng: Competitors for History’s Judgment,” New York Times, November 15,1987.

	Thurston, Enemies of the People.

	Mao Zedong’s greatest mistake, one expert has concluded, was to remake revolution from a means to an end. Attributed to Prof. Roderick McFarquhar in Butter-field, “Mao and Deng.” Revolutionary socialists in China throughout the twentieth century viewed “social revolution” as an end and opposed those who sought to reduce it to a “means” in a national struggle, which is what McFarquhar seems to have in mind.

	Karnow, “Changing (Mis)Conceptions of China.”

	Deng was voted “Man of the Year” by Time Magazine in 1984 and 1985 and by National Review in 1985. This analysis of the elements that go into evaluations of China is not intended to imply that its conditions are the same as those that prevailed in the past. Nowhere is this more evident than in the use of the changes in China to prove the viability of capitalism. (At the Republican convention in 1988, Jack Kemp repeatedly used the example of China to demonstrate the superiority of capitalism. In the confident days of capitalism, its ideologues did not require the witness of “backward” societies to prove its viability.) We may simply point to other changes in society that may affect these evaluations and their presentation: changing attitudes toward the upheaval of the 1960s (in which the Cultural Revolution and the revolutions in the Third World played a major part), the changing role of the media in American society, and changes in publishing, which, in its search for best-sellers, encourages the publication of certain kinds of literature over others. With all these changes on the American scene, the evaluation of the changes in China returns in its articulation to an earlier discourse, and perhaps even magnifies it, since it now draws upon a much larger group of consumers. What the long-term implications of these changes may be, as well as of the global elite culture that they are in the process of creating, remains to be seen. For raising these questions, we are grateful to participants in a seminar sponsored jointly by the departments of History and East Asian Languages and Civilizations at the University of Chicago (October 28, 1988), in which one of the authors presented this introduction as a paper.

	Vincent Geoghegan has described this as “utopianizing the present.” See his Utopianism and Marxism (London: Methuen, 1987), especially the introduction.

	J. Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983).

	G. W. Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of History (New York: Dover, 1956), part 1.

	Karl Marx, “History of the Opium Trade,” in Collected Works, vol. 16 (New York: International Publishers, 1981), p. 16; and K. Marx and G. Engels, The Communist Manifesto.

	Raymond Schwab, The Oriental Renaissance (New York: Columbia University Press, 1986).

	These are the implications when Tom Brokaw on NBC Nightly News broadcasts from China (against a background in which the NBC logo has been superimposed upon the Great Wall of China—and an anchorwoman of Chinese origin presides over the report) that China has yet to enter the twentieth century; as if all the historical events of the twentieth century have had nothing whatsoever to do with the state of Chinese society in our day, rhetorically denying any progressive significance to a history that the viewer knows full well to be the history of socialism in China, but, on the contrary, placing that history in the “prehistory” of modernity. The same implications are present when Barbara Walters “discovers” in a special edition of the ABC program “20/20” that American musicals and hard rock offer a liberating promise to a Chinese youth long stifled by socialism (underlying the authority of the report by references to three personal trips to China, an interview with Henry Kissinger who has traveled to China on more than ten occasions and has been involved in the most dramatic events in the new “opening” of China, and, once again, ironically, the personal involvement in the cultural liberation of China from socialism of the wife of the American ambassador to China, who also happens to be of Chinese origin). We single out these reports because of their immense potential for shaping general cultural orientations in the United States, which no learned treatise on Chinese socialism could ever hope to match. These were both broadcast during the week of September 25-October 2,1987. The NBC broadcast was cleverly entitled “Changing China.”

	See Ronald Paulson’s study of the French Revolution, Representations of Revolution, 1789–1820 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1983).

	Max Weber, “Politics as a Vocation,” in From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), pp. 77–128.

	G. M. Trevelyan, A Shortened History of England, book 4, chap. 2. Cited in Isaac Deutscher, The Unfinished Revolution: Russia, 1917–1967 (London: Oxford University Press, 1967), p. 9.

	Quoted in Tarik Ali, ed., The Stalinist Legacy: Its Impact on Twentieth Century World Politics (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin, 1984), p. 9.

	Raymond Williams, Modern Tragedy (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1967), pp. 81–82.








2 REVOLUTIONARY HEGEMONY AND THE LANGUAGE OF REVOLUTION: CHINESE SOCIALISM BETWEEN PRESENT AND FUTURE
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“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.”1 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.2 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 is 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.”3 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, is 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 is 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.4 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.
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