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Despite my best intentions, I had first come to China some eleven years ago with a
pile of preconceptions and ways of understanding socialism. One by one they have been
challenged, undermined and then crumbled. Since then, I have been rebuilding my
understanding virtually from scratch.

Some of these preconceptions were superficial, although I was not aware I held
them until after arrival. For example, I had been warned that a paranoid communist party
would send spies to watch my every move. Even though I found this somewhat ludicrous, I
caught myself, despite my best intentions, wondering if I was indeed being tailed. Another
was the oft-repeated comment that no-one in China ‘believes’ in Marxism anymore,
indeed that Chinese people barely talk about it. This particular fib took about 24 hours to
undo, since I found not only that people freely talk about Marxism and socialism as
everyday matters, but that everyone has studied these subjects at school.

Other preconceptions were more deeply ingrained: the idea that socialism can be
reduced to economic matters; that China had embraced capitalism somewhere between
1979 and 1989; that Mao Zedong was the good boy and Deng Xiaoping the bad boy; that
‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’ had little to do with socialism; indeed, that a
‘socialist market economy’ is a meaningless term; as for any form of democracy or ‘human
rights’, forget it, since the communist party is not interested. I should add that I had a
number of ways of understanding socialism that had developed during a long immersion
in European Marxism, with its specific assumptions concerning philosophy and ways of
looking at the world.

To have these assumptions dismantled has been a disconcerting process, to say the
least. But it has also been exhilarating and full of new insights. By this time, more than a
decade later, I hold none of the positions I have mentioned. However, the process has
often involved constructing a new position that turned out to be a half-way house, a

transitional point to something else. In short, I continue to dismantle nearly all of the
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categories that I had assumed as givens and have been working hard to construct new
ones based on extensive exposure to Chinese Marxism.

Where to begin?
Human Rights

Perhaps ‘human rights’ was the easiest one to dismantle. I had always been
suspicious of the very idea of human rights, given that it was first proposed by the Dutch
philosopher and jurist, Hugo Grotius, in the sixteenth century. Grotius made a crucial
shift, from a singular ‘Right’ characteristic of the Middle Ages (and inescapably connected
with God) to plural ‘rights’. Already he saw these rights — such as life, freedom and so on —
as commodities that could be acquired or sold. So I did not pay much attention to the
routine use of ‘human rights’ in international efforts to denigrate China and its supposed
‘abuses’.

However, while filming for an online course (MOOC) on Chinese Marxism, I
travelled to Ruijin, where the Jiangxi-Fujian Soviet was established in the early 1930s. Here
developed what may be called the ‘Ruijin ethos’: focus first on the people’s need for food,
shelter, clothing and security, and then they will become communists. This opened the
door to understanding a Chinese Marxist approach to human rights. Yes, such rights are
universal, but they are rooted in specific situations and histories. Thus, the European
tradition focuses on individual political and civil rights, but it neglects the crucial right to
economic wellbeing (with significant consequences). It is precisely this right that emerged
with the Ruijin ethos, with a distinctly collective focus. And it continues to be expressed in
any number of government policies, ranging from the minority nationalities policy to the
Belt and Road Initiative. So there is a Chinese Marxist tradition of human rights, arising in
a very different situation, with different emphases. This is not to say that political and civil

rights are neglected, but they must be understood in this broader framework.
Socialist Democracy

As for ‘democracy’, on this matter too I had earlier suspicions. I mean here

suspicions about bourgeois democracy and the claim that this particular form of
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democracy is ‘democracy’ as such, without any qualifiers. I had experienced and studied
enough to know the vacuousness of such claims, that bourgeois democracy based on
parliamentary parties was only one historical manifestation of democracy, with its
significant limitations. But I did have some idea of what an alternative might be, with
direct participation by all, election and revocation, a search for a collective will — a little
like Marx on the Paris commune. This is socialist democracy, I thought to myself. That my
perception had significant doses of anti-statism goes without saying, for is not the state an
alienated entity out of touch with the people? That it was also deeply informed by a
(neo-)liberal framework was not so clear to me at the time, a situation that I now realise
feeds into the popularity of anarchism in those parts of the world where liberalism is the
dominant framework. With these preconceptions in mind, China was not going to
manifest any form of socialist democracy.

The breakdown of this preconception began with the discovery that elections
happen all the time in China. In local elections, whether in the countryside or city regions,
one can elect the local government representatives. They can be communist party
candidates or non-party candidates. What about the process of electing people for the two
houses of parliament, the National People’s Congress (NPC) and the Chinese People’s
Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC)? The process begins in villages and in the local
people’s assemblies, which may elect as many people as they wish. However, the number
elected is usually no more than fifty percent over the number of places available. From
there, elections continue through a number of layers until the provincial people’s
assembly, from which the final number of delegates are elected. Once elected, a delegate
serves for five years. In other words, the process is one of direct and indirect elections. A
similar process applies for electing delegates to the Communist Party’s congress.

Clearly, this is a democratic exercise. But the question remains: what about the
Communist Party itself? Can it be voted in or out of power? For many, this question is the
test of ‘real democracy’. The problem is that the question itself betrays the hegemony of
bourgeois democratic assumptions, in which multiple parties which look rather like one

another vie for power, without questioning the overall framework. Obviously, this does not
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apply in China, which is not a bourgeois democracy. However, the role of the Communist
Party in democracy took me a while longer to determine.

In short, a Communist Party must be in power for socialist democracy to function.
This may initially seem like a paradox, but it is not. Let me put it this way, using the
category of ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’. When first used by Marx and Engels and then
developed by Lenin and Stalin, the proletarian democracy was a centralised and repressive
force, in which the majority — workers and peasants — made use of the machinery of state
to absorb and crush their opponents, who had once constituted the ‘dictatorship of the
bourgeoisie’. The key here is the majority, which is able to express its will. Yet, this is only
the beginning. In a Chinese situation, Mao Zedong transformed this category into
‘democratic dictatorship’, which he saw as ‘democracy for the people and dictatorship
over the reactionaries’ (1949). Note the shift: the proletariat have become ‘the people
[renmin]’ and they are the ones who rule. In fact, the Chinese minzhu reminds us of the
core meaning of ‘democracy’, the people are in charge, are masters. All of this would be
fully expressed by Deng Xiaoping in his four cardinal principles, of which the second is
‘upholding the people’s democratic dictatorship [renminminzhuzhuanzheng|'. But who are
the people here? They are the workers, farmers and what may be called a socialist middle
class, although ‘middle class’ is really not the best term here, since it evokes the specifics of
the European history of the bourgeoisie. Instead, these are the people who have been lifted
out of poverty and find the socialism has in fact improved their lives. The import of Deng
Xiaoping’s formula is that the ‘people’ includes everyone. And who leads and represents
them, through complex patterns of elections, public opinion, feedback from other political
parties and policy? The next item in Deng’s principles provides the answer: leadership of

the Communist Party.
Contradiction Analysis

Now I am digging into material that required and continues to require much more
rethinking. So it is a good time to pause and identify a key experience. It concerns what
may at first seem like a rather abstract idea: contradiction. But this idea has profound and

very concrete implications.
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The first moment of this experience was a discussion with a Chinese colleague
over ‘utopia’. In a European context, utopia is of course both a non-place (utopia) and a
good place (eutopia), but it entails some idea of perfection. Here tensions and conflicts are
overcome, harmony and peace are achieved. Isn't this the same as the Chinese datong, the
‘Great Harmony’? I asked. Well no, my colleague pointed out. This ancient Confucian idea,
which has subsequently been reshaped in the tradition as a future state and then
appropriated and reinterpreted by the communists (Mao was fond of it), actually does not
mean ‘perfection’ as I had understood it. Instead, it means that opposites and indeed
contradictions are still present, but they are not in conflict with one another. Think of yin-
yang, she said: not only are the opposites entwined with one another, but if you look
closely, you will see one side in the middle of the other.

The second moment was an extraordinary seminar, in which we read Mao’s ‘On
Contradiction’ very carefully over six weeks. I had been struggling for some time
concerning the presence of contradictions under socialism. According to a certain
‘Western’ approach, contradictions are supposed to disappear: swept away would be
classes, economic exploitation, ideological conflict, if not the state itself. Through my work
on the Soviet Union, especially in light of its achievement of socialism in the 1930s (my
awareness of this reality also took time), I had begun to realise that contradictions do
happen under socialism. So I was in the process of painstakingly tracking how Marxist
thought came to terms with this reality.

Some of the other participants in the seminar were somewhat impatient with me.
Of course, contradictions appear with socialism! Mao’s essay makes this very, very clear.
But what sort of contradictions? Are not contradictions meant to indicate struggle and
conflict? Many parts of the essay address the nature of contradictions and their relations
to one another. But one of the most significant is the last part, concerning ‘non-
antagonistic contradictions’. Here Mao picks up an idea that had begun to be explored in
the Soviet Union, where classes were present under socialism, as well as tensions between
the forces and relations of production. But Mao took it much further in light of Chinese
philosophy. At one point, he quotes a four-character Chinese saying: xiangfan xiangcheng,

‘things that oppose each other also complement one another’. Thus, contradictions can
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always become antagonistic, leading to conflict, as one finds with events leading to a
communist revolution. But they can also be non-antagonistic if they are handled properly.
This is precisely Mao’s emphasis in an essay from 1957, in the early days of beginning to
construct socialism. It is called ‘On Correctly Handling Contradictions Among the People’,
in which he advises the party to focus on ensuring that the contradictions that exist should
not become antagonistic.

The third moment made me realise how important this ‘contradiction analysis’ is
in China today. I happened to be in Beijing during the nineteenth congress of the CPC in
October 2017. The anticipation in China was palpable and more global attention was

focused on this congress than any of the earlier ones. In a major speech of more than three



