This book begins by asking, How could it be that under the Deng regime, when
the People’s Republic of China experienced its greatest economic prosperity,
the largest and most tragically concluded popular protest took place? To answer
this question the author examines, from the viewpoint of a participant, the
relations between the Communist political elite and the largely anti-Communist
intellectual elite during the decade of reform (1977-89). He shows how the
Deng Xiaoping regime precipitated a legitimacy crisis by encouraging economic
reform while preventing political reform: By departing from the economic
guidelines of Maoism, the leadership undermined the basis of its own authority.
Justifying this policy in the eyes of both the ruling political elite and the increas-
ingly powerful intellectual elite proved increasingly difficult.

In addition to demonstrating the role intellectuals played in shaking
Communist-party rule, the book offers a theoretical model to explain how they
were able to do so. The author’s concept of “institutional parasitism” depicts
how, rather than developing separate institutions, resistance to the ruling politi-
cal elite occupied state structures from which oppositional activity was carried
out. In challenging the state versus civil society model, this book makes an
important contribution to understanding changing state—society relations in
late communism, and the dynamics of the transition from communism. It will
be of interest to both scholars of China and students of comparative
communism.
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Preface

If someone were to ask me, What is the most agonizing intellectual experience
you have ever had? without hesitation my response would be: Writing a book in
a foreign language. Finding the precise words to express even simple, familiar
thoughts can sometimes be laborious. Rending complex or subtle ideas using a
relatively meager vocabulary feels as painful to me as one would imagine it to be
for a long-starving Somali mother squeezing milk for her baby from wizened
breasts. Every sentence compels a compromise. What I write down is never
exactly what I want to say. I can only select from the narrow choices available to
approximate, from a far distance, what I am trying to say. The vivid, the sophisti-
cated, the subtle, and the personal style are all sifted away, leaving only the dry,
the rough, and the basic. I feel myself in a constant process of self-distortion.

The basic difference between what one writes in one’s native language and
what one writes in a strange foreign language is that, in the former, one’s
thoughts command words that, in turn, penetrate and stimulate one’s mind. But
in the latter, words dictate one’s thoughts and only float on one’s mind.

In any case, I and my manuscript survived, but not without help from many of
the following people, who deserve thanks but who are in no way responsible for
whatever I said and whatever flaws I left in the output.

I am grateful

to my doctoral thesis committee — Daniel Bell, Roderick MacFarquhar, Ezra
F. Vogel, and Andrew G. Walder - for their years of instruction and advice that
led to the completion of my thesis, on which the present book is based;

to Gilbert Rozman for his comments and suggestions at almost every stage of
this study;

to Andrew J. Nathan, Michel Oksenberg, Richard Madsen, and Mark Field
for their comments on an earlier outline of this project;

to Ellin Sarot, Kalman Applbaum, Anna Seleny, Blanford Parker, Karl
Eschbach, Joseph Soares, and Consuelo Cruz for their encouragement and
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friendship, which helped me endure the most trying moments during the cre-
ation of this work;

to Carol Lee Hamrin, Ken Jowitt, Liah Greenfield, Arthur Stinchcombe,
Aldon Morris, and Leslie Cintron for their comments on different parts of this
study;

to the three anonymous readers for their comments and suggestions, which
helped me enormously in improving the manuscript;

to Rachael Winfree of the Cambridge University Press for her judgment and
experience, which led me through the final stage of this production;

to Brian R. MacDonald for his careful editing of the manuscript;

to Nancy Hearst of the Fairbank Center Library at Harvard University for
her always efficient assistance;

to the United Daily Cultural Foundation for its support allowing me to study
political and social developments in Taiwan and their impact on the Chinese
mainland;

to the Division of Social Science at the Hong Kong University of Science and
Technology for the logistic support it provided during the editing of this book;

to Helen F. Siu and Zelda Stern for their permission to quote from “Pan
Xiao’s letter,” translated in their book Mao’s Harvest: Voices from China’s New
Generation, edited by Helen F. Siu and Zelda Stern (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1983);

to M. E. Sharpe, Inc., for its permission to quote from the translated mate-
rials “Changing Attitudes among Chinese Youths: Letters to Zhongguo Qing-
nian,” edited by David Ownby (Chinese Sociology and Anthropology 1985, No.
4), and “The Chinese Debate on the New Authoritarianism,” edited by Stanley
Rosen and Gary Zou (Chinese Sociology and Anthropology 1990-91, Nos. 2—4);

to all the Chinese informants who provided valuable data for this study; and

to my wife for her understanding and support during the long and arduous
journey of this work.
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Introduction

In the spring of 1989, the world witnessed massive antigovernment demonstra-
tions in major Chinese cities, followed by a military crackdown by the People’s
Liberation Army. Since then, a question raised again and again in scholarly
circles has been: How could it be that under the Deng Xiaoping regime, when
the People’s Republic had experienced its greatest prosperity, there could occur
the largest popular protest in the PRC’s history?

In fact, it is not unique for a regime like the Chinese one under Deng to face
popular protests. Since Tocqueville published The Old Regime and the French
Revolution, scholars have been familiar with the paradox that unrest and revolu-
tions break out more often when things go from bad to better than when they go
from bad to worse. What the Deng regime experienced is but the latest example
of the famous “Tocqueville effect” — the inability of a group in power to control
change.

In the late 1970s, when Deng and his allies had just returned to office, the
country was in a total crisis. Politically, major sectors of Chinese society still
lived in the shadow of the great terror of Maoist “class struggle” campaigns.
Economically, many peasants of even the once most prosperous rural areas had
been reduced to beggars; and the urban population suffered from declining
income and shortages of virtually all kinds of consumer goods.! Psychologically,
the whole nation was in a state of depression and despair.

To lead China out of its miserable condition and bring it into the ranks of
modern industrial nations, Deng and his colleagues opened China’s door to the

1Some observers, e.g., Dwight Perkins (1986: 39-40), seem to believe that the post-Mao reforms
were undertaken primarily under the pressure of a political crisis, and that the economic situation
at that time was not so bad. This judgment is one-sided, as it understands an economic crisis
mainly by looking at growth rates reflected in official statistics. But to the insiders of an economic
system, the condition of day-to-day material life is a more important indicator in judging the
economic situation. To understand how miserable China’s economic situation was in the middle
and late 1970s, how that situation had produced a strong sense of urgency among the top leaders,
and how that sense had contributed to their tolerance for limited economic liberalization, see the
vivid narrative by Chen Yizi (1990: 1-44).
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outside to admit new technology and capital. In the meantime, they permitted
radical changes in a socialist economic system that had proved inefficient. To
them, any economic means were acceptable as long as “public ownership”
remained dominant. And thus a variety of market mechanisms and entrepre-
neurially based establishments flowed into the Chinese economy; these in-
cluded quasi-private farming, “special economic zones” (SEZs), joint ventures
and foreign-capital businesses, quasi-private and private enterprises, market
pricing, and limited labor and capital markets.

While giving the go ahead to such quasi-capitalistic economic reforms, those
in the mainstream of the post-Mao ruling elite refused to carry out parallel
reforms in government and to open up the political system. They insisted that
the Communist party must monopolize political power and that all reforms
should be executed under party committees’ organization and leadership. In
other words, the party-state bureaucracy must serve as the sole transmitter and
interpreter of reform policies, the sole monitor of reform proceedings, and the
authoritative judge of reform results.

The Dengist approach to reform was a “dual traffic policy,” that is, “anti-Left”
in economics and “anti-Right” in politics.2 “Left” in post-Mao China denotes
ideals, methods, and practices typical of Stalinist and Maoist socialism, and
“Right” denotes the liberalization tendency deviating from Stalinism and Mao-
ism. Without legally abandoning state dominance over the economy and grant-
ing private ownership equal rights, the Dengists wanted to create a dynamic and
efficient economic structure free of all the defects associated with the socialist
economy. Yet, while promoting economic pluralism, the Dengists refused to
undertake political liberalization and wanted to keep the core of the Communist
government system intact.

The primary reason the Dengists adopted this contradictory reform policy
was their concern for power. Political restructuring was opposed because it
would mean sharing power with others. Formally abandoning the commitment
to “public ownership” was unacceptable because it would mean giving up the
raison d’étre for Communist rule. As Marx and Engels (1972: 346) declare in
the Communist Manifesto, “The distinguishing feature of Communism is . . .
the abolition of bourgeois property. . . . The theory of the Communists may be
summed up in the single sentence: Abolition of private property.” Since that
time, communist parties in power across the world have defined this as their
ultimate goal and justified their rule by this commitment. If this principle were
to be abandoned, the legitimating foundation of communist rule would crumble
with it.

2See Xueliang Ding (1988: 1127-28) for an explanation of that policy.
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The Deng regime’s effort to keep a balance between change in the economic
sphere and continuity of the political structure faced extreme difficulties. The
Dengist economic reforms and, in particular, their unintended social conse-
quences offended privileged groups in the party-government and the army.
These felt that liberalization of the economy and commercialization and plural-
ization of Chinese society opened up too much room for “incongruous practices
and incompatible elements,” which, in turn, undermined the party-state’s con-
trol of the population and threatened their material and ideal interests. (See
Weber 1946: 280 for discussion of “material and ideal interests.”) In the eyes of
the politically concerned populace, however, the Dengist reforms did too little
too slowly to dismantle the self-serving, bureaucratic iron cage in which they
had suffered so much and for so long.

The Dengist leadership was thus caught in a two-front confrontation. In
defending its right to rule in an age of reform, it had to address two different
audiences. In the face of the establishment hard-liners, the Dengist leadership
had to justify its legitimacy by invoking the Communist system. In order to
access resources controlled by the party-state bureaucracy and the army, the
Dengist leadership had to convince these traditional power centers that the
current policy was in their best interests. And to the politically conscious social
groups, the Deng regime had to justify its legitimacy as a government acting in
the interests of its people, in order to secure their conformity and cooperation,
for both preventing rebellion and getting socioeconomic tasks done. The regime
had to prove to the ruled that their future and the nation’s welfare and pride all
depended on the current political order.

The reason the Dengist leadership had to fight a two-front war is that during
the period covered here, China had turned away “from the emphasis on revolu-
tionary struggle and ideological transformation that characterized the last years
of the Maoist era. China’s post-Mao leaders, under the slogan of ‘Four Modern-
izations,” . . . stress political stability and economic development rather than
ideological struggle and class conflict. Pragmatic adaptation of policy to solve
pressing concrete problems has replaced utopian efforts to transform society in
the name of egalitarian goals” (Barnett and Clough 1986: 1). To the Communist
system under Deng, the objective of regime legitimation was not limited to
survival. With the commitment to economic and technological modernization,
the Deng regime understood that the better-educated social groups” coopera-
tion was indispensable.

The primary goal of Dengism was to maintain harmony between economic
pluralism and Communist dictatorship. This experiment confronted its most
serious challenge in the spring of 1989. When a significant part of the urban
population went out into the streets to defy Communist rule, the regime,
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apparently, felt it had little choice but to turn to the army for aid. The nation-
wide mass demonstrations and the subsequent military crackdown put an end to
a distinctive era dating from the late 1970s.

Description and analysis of the types of difficulties involved in managing a huge
communist system in transition are a formidable task that goes beyond any
single researcher’s capacity. This study has a limited goal and deals with only one
aspect of that process. I present here a case study of intraelite conflict and
regime delegitimation and destabilization in the post-Mao era. The conflict took
place at the national level between the party’s ruling elite and what I call the
“counterelite,” which was made up of politically aware members of the intellec-
tual and professional classes. In examining the processes of regime relegitima-
tion and delegitimation, this study places emphasis on how the two elite groups
interacted with each other, not on how they related to other groups such as the
local bureaucracy, though this and other segments of Chinese society are
touched on in this work from time to time. This study devotes more space to
analyzing the counterelite’s activities than to the ruling elite’s because the for-
mer has received insufficient attention in previous studies of regime legitima-
tion and political change under communism. I demonstrate how, in the face of
the legitimacy crisis generated jointly by Mao’s cultural revolutionary policy and
the post-Mao reform program, the Communist regime under Deng attempted
to win support from different political and social groups by making various
appeals to them. I also explain how, ironically, these appeals created the political
space for the counterelite to make counterappeals, which resulted in social
consequences contrary to what the ruling elite expected — the deepening of the
regime’s legitimacy crisis and the acceleration of political instability.

This study covers the period from the late 1970s, when Deng and his allies
were just reemerging from Mao’s great purge and struggling to launch a reform
program to lead China out of chaos and poverty, to the late 1980s, when the
Chinese Communist regime faced the most serious crisis since its inception.
One of the reasons I confine this study to this time frame has to do with a
methodological pitfall in the analysis of legitimacy. Because in communist sys-
tems there did not exist a free public sphere where the ruled could express its
disapproval of the government, the researcher, some argue, could never be
certain of the legitimacy of a communist regime. “At best,” says Alfred Meyer
(Sinanian, Deak, and Ludz 1972: 66), “we can, perhaps, sense the lack of
legitimacy [in] periods when it becomes apparent that legitimacy has broken
down.” The spring of 1989 was definitely such a period, during which the
happenings in China cleared up any doubts, be they on theoretical or empirical
ground, about the identification of a legitimacy crisis.
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Chapter 1 of this book is devoted to discussion of the analytic framework of
this study and of the framework’s relevance to the analysis of transitions from
communism in the former Soviet bloc. I criticize the mainstream theories of
political stability for neglecting intellectual and professional groups’ critical
activity in late communism, which contributed enormously to the formation of
objective and subjective conditions of the revolutions of 1989. I also contend
that the standard “state versus civil society” scheme is centered in Western
experience and unable to account for the institutional ambiguity and confusion
typical of decommunization. I propose instead the concept “institutional parasi-
tism” and argue for its usefulness in analyzing the dynamics of the transitional
processes.

Chapter 2 portrays several intellectual and professional groups that made up
the Chinese social elite and describes their systematic efforts to build up the
institutional basis on which they exerted influence on the country’s political
process.

The second part of this study is topically organized. Chapter 3 investigates
three interrelated social movements in the late 1970s and early 1980s that
followed from the official appeal to rationalism — that is, the intellectuals’ efforts
to dig out the structural roots of terror, poverty, and societal decay in the PRC;
their struggle to build institutional barriers against the recurrence of Maoist
practices; and educated youth’s airing of its despair about the future of commu-
nism.

Chapter 4 looks into the political campaign called “Build Socialist Spiritual
Civilization” and 5he counterelite’s reaction in the early to mid 1980s. In the
former, the ruling elite strove to curb the influence of Western political ideas
and cultural values on the increasingly nonconformist youth. In its response, the
counterelite pressed the regime to abandon its conventional means of social
control and accommodate the sociopolitical aftereffects of the open-door policy
and of the economic reforms.

Chapter 5 surveys the ruling elite’s appeal to patriotism to encourage edu-
cated urban youth to identify with the regime, and the counterelite’s appeal to
patriotism to mobilize popular pressure on the ruling elite to wipe out the
institutional arrangements that kept China backward.

Chapter 6 deals with two types of action in the late 1980s reacting to the
party’s new formula of the “primary stage of socialism,” which implicitly admit-
ted that socialism in China had become untenable. To offer alternatives in order
to escape from this dead end, one group of intellectuals put forward the “East
Asian model” and urged the CCP ruling elite to move toward “economic capital-
ism plus political dictatorship,” which, it argued, was effective in the develop-
ment of Taiwan, South Korea, and Singapore from the 1950s to the 1970s. In
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contrast, another group of intellectuals put forward the “Eastern European and
Soviet model” and urged the ruling elite to move to “political democratization
plus economic restructuring” as the only workable solution to the entrenched
problems confronting communist states. This public debate was a prelude to the
massive street demonstrations in the spring of 1989.



PART I






1

Theoretical and comparative issues

The major theoretical arguments made in this work can be summarized as
follows: First, the mainstream theories of political stability often define what is
an elite too narrowly. They usually focus attention on only a small number of
national political leaders. In the case of communist studies, for example, the
main focus is on the Politburo or the party central committee level, and other
levels and types of elites in society are often neglected. I advocate widening the
scope of what gets considered as elite in the studies of the transition from
communism, to include not only party-state leaders but also a group I call the
counterelite, consisting of intellectuals and professionals who were, for the most
part, opposed to the communist ruling elite.

The second flaw in the mainstream theories of political stability is that they
stress only one aspect of the function of legitimation — to keep a regime surviv-
ing. This one-dimensional view justifies the approach in which the researcher
pays heed mainly to the process of self-legitimation and solidification among a
few power centers. Against this, I advocate a multifunctional view of regime
legitimation: The function or purpose of regime legitimation should be under-
stood both negatively — keeping power or securing political survival, and
positively — using power or achieving socioeconomic objectives. A multifunc-
tional view of regime legitimation is particularly useful in understanding the
predicament of communist systems under reform.

Third, the mainstream theories of political stability tend to treat the organiza-
tional strength of the state and its political legitimacy as two processes
dynamically independent. I contend that this perspective neglects the fact that
any sufficiently developed state machinery is a giant organization. It must em-
ploy a large number of individuals to keep the system running. As far as the
community of government-office employees is concerned, the top leadership’s
appeal or political legitimation is an inseparable aspect of building up organiza-
tional strength and institutional capacity in the state machinery. Neglecting this,
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one cannot explain the phenomenal changes in the communist world in the
recent past.

Last, I introduce the concept of “institutional parasitism” as an alternate
scheme to “civil society versus the state” in explaining the major part of decom-
munization. By “institutional parasitism” I mean the indeterminacy of the na-
ture and function of individual institutions, and of boundaries between them. In
the case of the transition from communism, it refers particularly to the manip-
ulation of official and semiofficial institutions by the critical forces for their own
advantage. I argue that, in most countries and for most of the time, this analytic
scheme more adequately accounts for the dynamics of decommunization than
the “civil society versus the state” concept, which highlights institutional sepa-
rateness, structural autonomy, the definitive nature of institutions, and the zero-
sum relations in sociopolitical life. When applied to decommunization as a
scheme of selecting and organizing data, what this dichotomous concept in-
cludes and enlightens falls short of what it omits and obscures. And what it omits
and obscures is precisely the most characteristic, dynamic, and intriguing parts
of the transitional process under question.

Elite: definitional clarification

“Elite” is one of the central concepts employed in this study. According to
Pareto (1980: 273-74), an elite is “a class of the people who have the highest
indices in their branch of activity.” Here the “unit of analysis” is professions —
that is, to judge whether an individual is a member of the elite in his society is to
observe his status in his own profession. Hence, in Pareto’s measurement, a
“chess champion is certainly a member of the elite,” for he beats everyone in his
profession. A lawyer who has made his millions is a member of the elite in
comparison to most of his colleagues who can only earn their thousands. The
same holds for “a clever rascal who knows how to fool people and still keep clear
of the penitentiary” (ibid.). Following this, we have a picture of elite distribution
as horizontally structured in accordance with positions in respective
professions.

There are two problems with Pareto’s model as far as this study is concerned.
First, we do not know how one measures elite membership comparatively. For
instance, a lawyer who can earn a half million a year might not be qualified as a
member of the legal elite, provided that many of his colleagues can earn the
same. Can he, however, be regarded as more elite in society at large compared
with the cleverest rascals?

Second, we have a simplified polarization. At one pole there is a tiny elite; at
the other, the colorless and negligible masses, with nothing in between. In
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responding to this second problem, later elite theorists, such as Mosca, try to
avoid oversimplification. In defining the elite, Mosca not only includes individu-
als at the very top, but seems to take into consideration “the second stratum” as
well. According to Tom Bottomore (1966: 11), there is an element

in Mosca’s theory which modifies its original stark outlines. In modern times, the elite is
not simply raised high above the rest of society; it is intimately connected with society
through a sub-elite, a much larger group. . . . This group does not only supply recruits to
the elite (the ruling class in the narrow sense); it is itself a vital element in the govern-
ment of society, and Mosca observes that “the stability of any political organism depends
on the level of morality, intelligence and activity that this second stratum has attained.”

With regard to the first problem in Pareto’s notion, later elite theorists tend to
define the elite by more generalized sociological variables, such as power, au-
thority, achievement, and reward. “Elites are those minorities which are set
apart from the rest of society by their pre-eminence in one or more of these
various distributions” (Keller 1968: 26). Thus, the unit of analysis in measuring
elite status now is not the individual profession but society as a whole. A person
can be defined as a member of the elite so far as he is superior to most other
social members in terms of power, authority, influence, or wealth, even if he is
not at the peak in his own profession.

As elite study is always associated with inquiry into power, political elites have
been given special weight in contemporary elite studies. Harold Lasswell (1966:
4-5) believes that “influence” is the attribute of the political elite: “Most simply,
the elite are the influential. . . . If influence is equally shared, every participant
in the situation belongs to the elite. If sharing is unequal, the most influential
are called elite; others are mid-elite and rank-and-file.” By assigning influence
rather than power as the attribute of the political elite, Lasswell (ibid.: 16)
includes in the category of political elite all individuals who have direct or
indirect impact upon the decision making in a given political community, re-
gardless of their being members of government or the opposition (as in a
democracy), or “political criminals” and “class enemies” (as in dictatorial sys-
tems). A notion of political elite taking in both the “ruling elite” and the “coun-
terelite” may cause confusion in certain types of empirical research.

Another point in Lasswell’s observation, which identifies a midelite between
the very top and the grass roots, is a development of Mosca’s “second stratum.”
This multilayer approach is accepted in recent sociological research. In setting
out a scheme for surveying the elite in contemporary British society, Anthony
Giddens (Stanworth and Giddens 1974: 13) has resorted to a similar model:
“Instead of employing a simple distinction between ‘elite’ and ‘non-elite,” a
differentiation is made between ‘elite,” what could be termed a ‘secondary
structure,” and the ‘non-elite.’” Even at the elite level per se, a subtle differen-
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tiation should be made. The stratification within elite groups has two dimen-
sions (ibid.: 8):

In determining the relative primacy of elite groups in terms of their possession of power,
there are two main factors to be taken into consideration: I shall refer to these as the
nature of the hierarchy which exists among elite groups, and the institutional salience of
the forms of social organization or institution which they head. The first relates . . . to . .
the degree of “issue-strength” of the power held by elite groups. A hlerarchy e)ﬂsts
among elite groups when one such group (e.g. the political elite) holds power of greater
issue-strength than others, and is therefore able to exert a greater or lesser degree of
control over them. “Institutional salience” refers to the vertical dimension of power: it
can be defined as residing in the degree to which a given institution affects the life-
chances of the mass of those belonging to it.

Defining the elite in the case of Dengist China

To conclude, the term “elite” is used in this study in the broadest sense: all those
who have made themselves stand out from the majority of society in terms of
one or more of these variables: power, prestige, authority, influence, and wealth.
Of the various elites in post-Mao China, this study focuses on two strategic elite
groups (see Keller 1963: 20 for a definition of “strategic elite”) that purposefully
took part in the political process. I designate these two as the “ruling elite” and
the “counterelite,” respectively.

My “ruling elite” refers to three of the five subcategories included in
Lasswell’s concept of political elite (1966: 16): (1) “all individuals who occupy
high office during the period”; (2) “all individuals who have occupied high office
in previous periods and who regard themselves, and are regarded by others, as
continuing to be in harmony with the established order”; and (3) “close family
members” of those two. The PRC ruling elite touched by this study is limited to
party-state officials holding influential administrative positions in the central or
provincial governments.

The Chinese counterelite here refers to roughly the subcategory of coun-
terelite in Lasswell’s definition of political elite (ibid.): “all individuals who,
though perceived as adherents of a counterideology, are recognized as exercis-
ing a significant influence over important decisions.” As the focus of this study is
on the interplay between one influential social group and the political leader-
ship in post-Mao China, I treat the counterelite and the ruling elite as two
independent categories, instead of mixing them in the same category as
Lasswell does.!

1In Lasswell’s (1966: 16) definition of political elite, there is another subcategory: “all individuals
who, though holding no high office, or any office, are perceived as highly influential in important
decisions.” In the Chinese case under investigation, this classification has no independent value; it
overlaps completely with either “retired officials” or “close family members.”
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The Chinese counterelite was principally composed of intellectuals and pro-
fessionals. (Thus in this study the terms of “counterelite” and “intellectual elite”
are often used interchangeably.) They were cultural, scientific, and professional
personnel, with university students as their major source of recruitment. Those
covered by this research include: (1) the intellectual and professional elite in the
strict sense, that is, individuals who occupied preeminent positions in the na-
tional intellectual circles; (2) individuals who, though not preeminent on the
national level, were regarded as more influential than most of their colleagues
(midelite in Lasswell’s sense); and (3) individuals who were not distinguished at
all in intellectual and professional circles but nevertheless were, in a society with
25 percent illiteracy, regarded as educationally and socially more elite than the
general population.

These intellectuals and professionals were the only status group in post-Mao
Chinese society until the late 1980s and early 1990s when a tiny entrepreneurial
class emerged. They were respected by the rest of society and had a great
influence on the values and attitudes of the general population, but, to borrow
from S. F. Nadel (1956) and Geraint Parry (1969: 71-72), they did not com-
mand deference and influence “by virtue of [their] coercive power” or any
“monopoly of decision-making.” They enjoyed such social status because of
their educational, cultural, scientific, or professional achievements.2

Legitimation crisis and political destabilization

The concept of legitimacy is another major component of the frame of refer-
ence for this study. As Samuel Huntington (1991: 46) has noted, this concept is
“mushy” but “essential to understanding the problems confronting authoritar-
ian regimes in the late twentieth century.” Thus some clarification has to be
made before we can apply this concept to the Chinese case.

Felix Oppenheim (1975: 321) points out that the concept of legitimacy has
two dimensions, a “descriptive-legal” and a “normative-moral” one. In the for-
mer, legitimacy designates legality, lawfulness, and conformity with established
procedure. When applied specifically to political processes, it “describes the
way in which State activity conforms to the particular rules of the legal system or
the general directives which the Constitution lays down” (d’Entreves 1967:
141). This descriptive-legal usage can be traced back to the notion’s ancient
origin. In classical Latin the word legitimus means “lawful, according to law.” In
medieval texts “legitimus is what conforms to ancient custom and to customary

2Apparently out of a similar consideration, Moshe Lewin (1988: 148) applies the notion of “social
elites” to Soviet intellectuals and professionals who played a critical role in political transition in
the USSR.
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procedure” (Sternberger 1968: 245). On the eve of the Renaissance a new
element, consent, was added to the term’s meaning. It emphasizes that rulership
should be granted by the consent of the subjects (Schabert 1985: 99). For the
founders of modern political theory, especially Locke (1960) and Rousseau
(1967), the agreement of the governed is the sole foundation upon which a
government can claim its legitimate authority. Here the normative-moral
dimension of the concept of legitimacy becomes discernible.

Immediately after the French Revolution, the problem of legitimation be-
came the axis of current political debate. The “legitimists” defended the legit-
imacy of the Bourbon dynasty, grounded in its royal descent, against the
legitimacy of the Napoleonic regime (Ferrero 1972). As Tilo Schabert (1985:
100) has observed, the debate has three major consequences: “First, a formaliz-
ation of the concept of legitimacy or, in other words, a dissociation of the
concept from transcendent truths.” Second, “legitimacy becomes the subject of
a competition between principles of legitimacy that appear to be equally valid.”
And finally, “a new historic understanding of legitimacy emerges. Legitimacy is
from now on being understood as a matter of contingency: legitimacy con-
tinually modified by time.”

The earlier the usage, the more attention is paid to the outward aspect of
legitimacy — legality, lawfulness, procedural formality; the later the usage, the
more attention is paid to the inward aspect — the substantial, moral, psychologi-
cal implications of legitimation (Vidich and Glassman 1979: 76—77; Merquior
1980: 6; Schaar 1981: 20-21). This tendency can be seen clearly in two major
figures in modern legitimacy theory, Max Weber and Guglielmo Ferrero. The
former’s famous statement is that “the basis of every authority, and correspon-
dingly of every kind of willingness to obey, is a belief, a belief by virtue of which
persons exercising authority are lent prestige” (Weber 1978: 263). The latter
stresses that “truly legitimate governments” are those that are “actively or pas-
sively, but sincerely, recognized by the people who have to obey them” (Ferrero
1972: 278).

The “inwardness” tendency can be equally seen among leading contemporary
political sociologists. Seymour Martin Lipset (1981: 64) maintains that “Legit-
imacy involves the capacity of the system to engender and maintain the belief
that the existing political institutions are the most appropriate ones for the
society.” A government is accorded legitimacy, says Robert Dahl (1984: 53), “if
the people to whom its orders are directed believe that the structure, pro-
cedures, acts, decisions, policies, or leaders of government possess the quality of
rightness, propriety, or moral goodness — the right, in short, to make binding
rules.” Jiirgen Habermas (1979: 178-79) articulates that:
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Legitimacy means that there are good arguments for a political order’s claim to be
recognized as right and just; a legitimate order deserves recognition. Legitimacy means a
political order’s worthiness to be recognized. This definition highlights the fact that
legitimacy is a contestable validity claim; the stability of the order of domination (also)
depends on its (at least) de facto recognition. Thus, historically as well as analytically, the
concept is used above all in situations in which the legitimacy of an order is disputed, in
which, as we say, legitimation problems arise. One side denies, the other asserts
legitimacy.

The importance of legitimation described as such is that, as normative inte-
gration, it, alone with coercive power and material benefits, constitutes one of
the three pillars of a political order (Weber 1978: 212—14; C. Johnson 1970:
192-93).3 As the mechanism that supplies voluntary, consenting support for
government, legitimation grants regimes long-term stability; it helps a govern-
ment survive its difficult moments such as inefficiency and failure; and it makes
it possible for a leadership to carry out bold, imaginative, and unusual measures,
which a leadership otherwise could not accomplish. When a rule is respected as
legitimate by the members of a political community, they are willing to postpone
enjoyment and bear hardship for remote goals. In short, legitimacy allows a
political power to run its business more efficiently and effectively with much
less cost and coercion (Weber 1978: 31; Ferrero 1972: 134, 144; Lipset 1981:
67-70; Lowenthal 1984: 85).

Interestingly, contemporary mainstream legitimacy theories, which have
been developed in the wake of Weber, appear to parallel what has been
developed in the Marxist tradition regarding the function of “ruling ideology” in
sustaining old political domination (Giddens and Held 1982: 408). Marx argues
(Marx and Engels 1972: 136): “The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch
the ruling ideas: i.e., the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at
the same time its ruling intellectual force. The class which has the means of
material production at its disposal, has control at the same time over the means

3Goran Therborn (1980: 171) thinks that the “focus on production and maintenance of legitimacy
stems from an unwarranted rationalist assumption that the ruled do not rebel only, or mainly,
because they consider the rule of their rulers to be justified. But, economic and political
constraints apart, there are a number of other reasons why people do not revolt. They may be
broadly ignorant of and disinterested in the form of rule to which they are subjected. They may
not be aware of alternative modes of social organization, and, even if they are, they may feel
powerless to affect the existing state of affairs.” Therborn’s comments can be contested on two
levels. Theoretically speaking, analysts of legitimacy such as Max Weber do not attribute people’s
nonrevolt solely, or mainly, to their recognition of the legitimacy of their rulers. Empirically
speaking, well-educated segments of communist societies, such as China’s counterelite in this
study, were not ignorant of, or disinterested in, the form of their government. They might lack
information about political alternatives and feel powerless under the leadership of Stalin or Mao,
but no longer so afterward (see Havel's [1985: 23-96] famous essay “The Power of the Powerless”
and my subsequent discussion on horizontal comparison).

I am indebted to Reader B for calling my attention to Therborn’s comments.
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of mental production, so that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who
lack the means of mental production are subject to it.”

Borrowing this idea and building into it his political experience, Antonio
Gramsci developed a more sophisticated theory of bourgeois hegemony in the
public life of modern Western society. He (1971: 244) remarks that “the State is
the entire complex of practical and theoretical activities with which the ruling
class not only justifies and maintains its dominance, but manages to win the
active consent of those over whom it rules.” Inspired by the Gramscian theory, a
class of contemporary writers, notably Louis Althusser (1971: 127-88) and
Nicos Poulantzas (1974; 1980), has worked out the analytic scheme of “ideologi-
cal state apparatuses.” These writers call attention to the fact that the “State
cannot enshrine and reproduce political domination exclusively through repres-
sion, force or ‘naked’ violence, but directly calls upon ideology to legitimize
violence and contribute to a consensus of those classes and fractions which are
dominated from the point of view of political power” (Poulantzas 1980: 28).

Since legitimation is part of the process of system integration through which a
power structure becomes more solidified, a question arises logically: As far as
this purpose is concerned, on which organizational level and in whose eyes is
legitimation more important? This question in political sociology has been
phrased as the dichotomy of elite legitimation versus mass legitimation. Against
the earlier treatment of legitimation in which “the focus has generally been on
the legitimacy of the system as a whole . . . in the eyes of the population as a
whole” (Teiwes 1984: 7; see also Bialer 1980: 185), later approaches have been
increasingly concerned with elite legitimation. They emphasize that whether a
leadership, a government, or a policy can be given consent by the elite of a
society is more important to the fate of the political authority under question
than consent by the masses (see, e.g., Bialer 1980; Rigby and Feher 1982; Lewis
1984; Lowenthal 1984: 104—6; Teiwes 1984). No one has articulated this point
more unambiguously than Arthur Stinchcombe (1968: 160-62) does:

A legitimate right or authority is backed by a nesting of reserve sources of power set up in
such a fashion that the power can always overcome opposition . . . The crucial function of
doctrines of legitimacy and norms derived from them is to create a readiness in other
centers of power to back up the actions of a person with a certain right. Doctrines of
legitimacy serve the crucial function of setting up that nesting of powers which usually
makes appeals to physical force unnecessary. . . . A power is legitimate to the degree that,
by virtue of the doctrines and norms by which it is justified, the power-holder can call

upon sufficient other centers of power, as reserves in case of need, to make his power
effective.

Applying Stinchcombe’s proposition to the Soviet case, Seweryn Bialer (1980:
195) further affirms that:
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It is the elite dimension of legitimacy that seems to be more crucial from the point of
view of the stability of the system and especially its potential for transformation. Most
importantly, it is the decline or disintegration of elite legitimacy that either leads to the
decline of mass legitimacy or transforms the lack of popular support into an effective
popular opposition.

In challenging the previously popular perception of the dependence of politi-
cal stability on mass support, Theda Skocpol (1979: 31-32) goes so far as saying
that the

organizational, realist perspective on the state . . . contrasts with non-Marxist approaches
that treat the legitimacy of political authorities as an important explanatory concept.
If state organizations cope with whatever tasks they already claim smoothly and effi-
ciently, legitimacy — either in the sense of moral approval or in the probably much
more usual sense of sheer acceptance of the status quo — will probably be accorded to
the state’s form and rulers by most groups in society . . . Even after great loss of legit-
imacy has occurred, a state can remain quite stable — and certainly invulnerable to
internal mass-based revolts — especially if its coercive organizations remain coherent and
effective.

This approach has long been accepted by many political sociologists and
become a mainstream explanatory scheme in the research field of political crisis
and revolution (Portes and Kincaid 1985: 51).

Counterarguments against the recent mainstream theories of
political stability

Without questioning the fruitfulness of differentiating social strata in discussing
legitimation problems, and basically accepting the proposition that elites and
masses have asymmetric impact on regime stability, this study makes the follow-
ing arguments against several blind spots in the previously discussed analytic
schemes. These analytic weaknesses render the researcher, when engaged in an
investigation of political transition, insensitive to certain subtle yet important
processes, and reinforce his insight into one type of phenomena at the cost of
depriving him of insight into other key elements that lead to historic changes.
The result of such analytic weaknesses, as many have pointed out, is that almost
all the Western specialists on communism and revolution failed to grasp the
developments that prepared the revolutions of 1989 in the communist world
(Brumberg 1990: 3-17; EEPS 1990; Chirot 1991).

First, the recent mainstream theories of political stability often define their
elite scope too narrowly. In highlighting the importance of elite legitimation for
political stability, these theories usually pay attention to only a few top political



18  The decline of communism in China

leaders and tend to neglect other levels and types of elites, not to mention
“specific mobilized groups,” which often act as a social catalyst in political
change (Tilly 1977: 464). For instance, in two acclaimed studies on legitimation
and stability in the Soviet Union and China, Bialer’s (1980) scope of the elite
covers merely Soviet leaders on the all-union, republic, and provincial levels;
Teiwes’s (1984) covers no more than the supreme Chinese leader and a small
class of personnel immediately below him. An elite scope so narrowly defined,
known as the “Kremlinological approach,” directs the researcher to notice only
the contrast between elite and mass legitimation, not the interaction between
the two and not the linkage connecting crises at the top with actions of pivotal
social groups below. These missed stories constitute a part of the very dynamics
of political destabilization and transition (see Lewin 1988: 103); their inclusion
in the researcher’s framework enhances theory’s ability to explain breakthroughs
in political life.

If we take up the narrowly focused Kremlinological approach to look at
Dengist China, we cannot appropriately understand how the deepening legit-
imation crisis eventually led to the general political crisis breaking out in the
spring of 1989. In examining the period of 1977-89, if we focus attention on
only the upper echelon of the CCP establishment, we will see that, although
legitimation difficulties existed within that circle, the leaders could overcome
these difficulties, reach agreements, and achieve institutional integration at
their level most times and on most important issues. There existed several
intellectual groups, however, that did not belong to the top political echelon and
had fundamental disagreements with it on major issues. Largely because of this
counterelite’s consistent efforts, those “dangerous” issues which had been suc-
cessfully excluded from the official agenda and public debate by the ruling elite
were made salient again. Sometimes the issues even reentered the official
agenda under the counterelite’s pressure.

Moreover, the Communist leaders for many years had succeeded in securing
the compliance of ordinary Chinese by, in Steven Lukes’s (1974: 21-24) words,
“influencing, shaping or determining their very wants,” and “controlling their
thoughts and desires.” Thanks to a high degree to the counterelite’s action, these
legitimate wants and desires now became partly the consciousness of ordinary
Chinese citizens. The process was full of appeals and counterappeals between
various levels and types of elMtes, beyond the delimited elite scope that the
recent mainstream theories of regime stability have accounted for.

For the reasons stated earlier, my study of regime legitimation relies on a
widened elite scheme that goes beyond the conventional Kremlinological
scope. It takes into consideration not only China’s ruling elite but also its coun-
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terelite; not only leading intellectuals but also ordinary and marginal intellec-
tuals (see Chapter 2 for details).

Second, the recent mainstream theories of political stability stress but one
dimension of the function of legitimation — to keep a regime surviving. If this
were true, then it is sufficient for the researcher to pay heed only to the course
of self-legitimation and solidification among a few power centers. But experi-
ence tells us that much of the time power-holders keep power not only for the
negative purpose of averting popular rebellion but also for the positive purpose
of achieving certain socioeconomic objectives. The latter helps the former. In
view of this, the one-dimensional approach to legitimation is insufficient and
misleading. The limits of its explanatory power are particularly evident when we
examine communist systems rather than democracies or authoritarian regimes
in general.

What distinguishes communist systems from other systems is that in the latter
there exists a relatively higher level of institutionalized mechanisms for private
initiative, societal self-organizing and self-functioning, such as private owner-
ship and markets, and autonomous or semiautonomous religious, educational,
cultural, and social associations. But in communist systems all these were either
nonexistent or they existed at a much lower level. Consequently, the communist
party-state had to take over many tasks that were usually taken care of by
independent social and economic organizations under noncommunist govern-
ments (see Fleron 1969: 153-69; Linz 1975: 230—40; Lindblom 1977; Hayward
and Berki 1979: 1-12). Ironically, under the pressure of their own institutional
environment, communist ruling elites — except at critical moments when their
survival was in danger — cared very much about the masses’” understanding of,
and support for, official socioeconomic objectives, or, to use Habermas’s (1975:
75ff.) term, cared very much about avoiding “motivation crises” in society.
Communist leaders were indeed concerned with legitimation within the high
stratum, but also invested tremendous energy in appealing to the larger social
groups involved in the government’s major socioeconomic programs. These
groups had to be convinced of the meaningfulness — that is, the moral and
practical value — of government programs before they committed to them.

It is particularly telling to contrast the concern for popular legitimation in
communist politics with polity—society relations in noncommunist authoritarian
systems. In the latter, regimes could get along quite well with a survival-oriented
and power circles—centered legitimation policy, insofar as the politically alien-
ated members of the population have their own spheres (mainly the private
economy and nonpolitical social life) to work in and in which to pursue their
non-political interests. However, in communist systems where the party-state
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acts as the chief employer and organizer for most socioeconomic activities, if the
populace is politically alienated, does not recognize official policies, and with-
draws cooperation from the government-set socioeconomic tasks, a general
political and social crisis is more likely to occur, as happened in many commu-
nist states in the late 1980s.

Thus, the relative weight of various social groups in legitimation depends on
the nature of the activity for which the legitimation effort is made. This point
was put forward as a caveat in Stinchcombe (1968: 161): “In some kinds of
activity, such as learning, which require the active cooperation of the subordi-
nate, the legitimacy of power among subordinates may be very important.” Yet
Stinchcombe has not fully developed this insight into a multifunctional analytic
scheme on legitimation. In other rulership-centered legitimation theories, this
point has been almost forgotten.

In short, this study stresses that the function or purpose of regime legitima-
tion should be understood both negatively — keeping power or securing political
survival, and positively — using power or achieving socioeconomic objectives.

Finally, this study argues that the “organizational, realist perspective” on
political stability as presented by Skocpol is misleading on one point: It treats
the “structure and capacities of state organizations” and “political legitimacy” as
two processes that seem to be dynamically independent, having no intrinsic
connection or interaction. This perspective neglects the fact that any sufficiently
developed state machinery is a giant organization and must employ a large
number of individuals to keep the system running. The life-chances of most
government-office employees are closer to ordinary citizens’ than to top politi-
cal leaders’. These functionaries and office workers are not remote from society
but interweave with varying social strata through personal and family relation-
ships. To the huge number of government-office employees, the political lead-
ership’s appeals are not abstract, enigmatic statements but messages indicating
policy directions that will directly affect their objective and subjective interests.
Furthermore, these office employees are human beings and have to be per-
suaded that what they are told to do makes some sense.* Therefore, those
appeals, gestures, and messages play a big part in strengthening or eroding the
“structure and capacities of state organizations.” No government can maintain
its institutional integration solely by delivering immediate material and political
rewards to its officials and rank and file. All political authorities have at the same
time to rely on communications of long-term visions and policy perspectives to
keep their subordinates’ confidence in and loyalty to the regime. As far as the
community of government-office employees is concerned, political legitimation

41 am indebted to Reader A for suggesting I stress this aspect.
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is an inseparable aspect of building up organizational strength and institutional
capacity in the state machinery.

“Vertical comparison,” “horizontal comparison,” and regime delegitimation

China’s experience in the post-Mao epoch has shown that the process of regime
delegitimation is a process of constant comparison made by members of the
concerned political community. The comparison is conducted along two lines.
One is to compare power holders” words and promises with their deeds and
deliveries (i.e., “reality check”), and another is to compare the performance of
the home government with that of foreign governments. Comparison of the
second type is what Chinese term “horizontal comparison” (hengbi) in contrast
with the officially sanctioned “vertical comparison” (shubi — that is, to compare
the “old China” with the “New China”).5

The use of the two lines of comparison, “reality check” and “horizontal com-
parison,” permits the uncovering of the failed prophecy, the exposure of hypoc-
risy, the weakening of the power of disinformation, distortion, and
manipulation, the awakening of a hitherto smothered sense of rights, and the
mobilization of the resentful. The Chinese experience has shown that, of the
two lines of comparison, horizontal comparison is more effective in producing a
sense of “relative deprivation” and eventually the “Tocqueville effect” -
accumulation of popular grievances against the old regime and the outbreak of
revolutions in times of reform (Tocqueville 1955: 169-79). Without it, only
making a reality check may not yield meaningful results under certain condi-
tions. The power holders can water down the magnitude of their failure by
promoting intensified “vertical comparison” campaigns, reminding people how
miserable pre-Communist Chinese society was and how much progress has
been made since then. High-ranking leaders can also blame their subordinates
for poor governmental performance and corruption, thereby shifting the focus
of popular resentment from the system to incambents. Only with horizontal
comparison can the governed go beyond personalized grievances against in-
cumbents and reach a generalized understanding of the system as a whole. The
symptom of a legitimacy crisis is grievances against the system as a whole rather
than against individual incumbents (Lehman 1987).

The effect of horizontal comparison has also been demonstrated in Eastern
Europe. As graphically portrayed by Timothy Garton Ash, in the “objective
5The Maoist method of vertical comparison is yiku sitian, meaning “to recall the past bitterness

and appreciate the present happiness” (see Solomon 1971: 195-97, 43941, and Madsen 1984:
135-36). In the official campaigns of anti—bourgeois liberalism in early 1987 and after the spring

of 1989, the CCP accused critical intellectuals of replacing vertical comparison with a horizontal
one in order to serve their “evil intention” to dishonor Chinese socialism.
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reality” of the 1980s, life in East European countries was quite grim; in the
“subjective reality” — the mental product of the citizens of these countries - life
was even grimmer. This is largely “because the members of the younger genera-
tion compare their situation not with their own countries’ recent past, but with
the situation of their contemporaries in Western Europe” (Ash 1990: 258-59).
In constructing the subjective reality, “many young people in Eastern Europe
have a rose-tinted picture of the West. But that itself is a reality that their
governments have to confront” (ibid.: 260).

Institutional parasitism:
a challenge to the civil society versus the state scheme

How would one characterize, within a wider sociological perspective, the
Chinese counterelite’s criticism and dissent against the party-state establish-
ment in the post-Mao era? Evidently, such opposition signifies the emergence
of a new pattern of relations between the party-state and Chinese society. It
reminds us of what has occurred in Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union since
the late 1950s (cf. Rothberg 1972; Tokes 1979; Rubenstein 1985; Skilling 1989;
Taras 1991).

In the practice of social science, the most conspicuous recent attempt at
theorizing about nonconformity and opposition in posttotalitarian communist
systems deals with the scheme “civil society versus the state.” This theorization
effort started in the late 1970s, when “the emergence and growth of indepen-
dent social groups which managed to survive the repressions, especially in
Poland and Czechoslovakia, brought to light a complete lack of the sorts of
method and theoretical background which would enable scholarly analyses of
this problem” (Rau 1987: 574). Thus, one of the central notions of classical
political theory — civil society — was introduced to cope with the new phenome-
non by students of communism such as Ivan Szelenyi (1979: 187-208), Jacques
Rupnik (1979: 60-112), and Andrew Arato (1981). By the late 1980s and early
1990s, when most communist regimes under pressure have abandoned their
attempt at total control of society, and certain spheres of human activity have
become partially autonomous, to employ the notions of “regeneration of civil
society” and “civil society against the state” as a means to conceptualize decom-
munization became an influential intellectual wave.® As an enthusiastic advo-
cate of civil society theory has claimed (Tismaneanu 1990: 181):
5The civil society theory was initially applied to the East European and Soviet cases (see, e.g.,

Keane 1988a; Lewin 1988; Starr 1988; Bialer 1989: 121-48; W. Miller 1989; Nee and Stark 1989:
13-25, 208-32; Skilling 1989; Ash 1990; Brzezinski 1990; Frentzel-Zagorska 1990; Hosking 1990;
R. Miller 1992; Seligman 1992; Weigle and Butterfield 1992); many writers have attempted to use
it to explain developments in China, though not without considerable hesitation. For a list of

recent writings on civil society in China, see Robert Miller (1992: 151-52; Bonnin and Chevrier
1991 should also be included in the list).
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The theory . . . is relevant both for its analytic potential — it explains the changes going on
in the communist world — and for its predictive power. As a theory it challenges long-held
assumptions about the nonreformability of communist totalitarian regimes. It shows that
small islands of autonomy can eventually torpedo the continuum of state-controlled
heteronomy. It argues that the transition is possible from a totalitarian dictatorship to
first an authoritarian and further to a pluralist order.

The use of civil society theory to explain the profound change sweeping
through the communist world is very appealing. Communism has been viewed
as a perfect example of statism (Jowitt 1971: 82; Westoby 1983: 219; Brzezinski
1990: 3-9). The field of communist studies has long been in the shadow of the
totalitarian image. Hence, in the institutional context of communism, any mean-
ingful change cannot but induce its observers to reconceptualize the relations
between state and society.

In spite of this, the application of the “civil society versus the state” scheme to
nonconformity and opposition in communist systems as a whole is problemat-
ical. A brief review of the scheme’s history will help to see this.

To most social and political philosophers of the seventeenth and the eigh-
teenth centuries, “civil society” was a concept not in contrast with the “state” but
with the “state of nature.” The state of nature, more a logical what-if than a
historical description, signifies a state in which there exist no law, no public
authorities, and no government; everyone can do what his instinct and interest
drive him to do. Hence, the state of nature is the state of war, every man against
every man. In contrast, civil society indicates a human community in which all
members’ actions and their relationships are regulated by consensually ac-
cepted law. The individual’s security, property, freedom, and dignity are pro-
tected by the law. Men thereby enjoy a civilized life according to reason and all
are able to bring their potentials into full play. Such conditions bode well both
for the development of individuals and for the growth of arts and commerce in
society in general (see Hobbes 1962: 87-90; Locke 1960: 361-74; Burke 1904:
Vol. 111, pp. 353ff. and Vol. IV, pp. 175ff.; Ferguson 1980; Kant 1887: 163ff.).
Civil society, defined as a civilized political community, pointed to the same
thing as “political society” or “commonwealth” did in social and political phi-
losophy of the seventeenth and the eighteenth centuries. Thus, “civil society”
then was synonymous with “state” as a normative concept (on “state” as a
normative concept, see Sills 1968: Vol. 15, pp. 150-54). Accordingly, it had a
strong normative implication too.”

7Among the classic social philosophers, Rousseau (1967, esp. 211-12) holds a very different view
on civil society. In Rousseau, “civil society” is transformed from a mainly normative to a chiefly
descriptive concept (Carnoy 1984: 19-20), pointing to the social reality in which the philosopher
lived. It was a world of greed, inequality, oppression, and evil. In contrast, Rousseau believes, the
state of nature was a paradise, free of private ownership and all social evils.
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That civil society conceptually became separate from, and in contrast to, the
state was first achieved in Hegel (Marx 1972: 72ff.; Pelczynski 1984: 1). In
Hegel’s view, civil society and the state are two distinct “movements” or aspects
of the human community. The former represents a sphere of private affairs and
contractual relationships, the battleground of individual interests of each
against all, and the realm of necessity. In short, civil society is a network of
capitalistic economic and legal institutions. In contrast, the state represents a
sphere of public affairs and the realm of freedom; it is the manifestation of the
spiritual and the universal. So the state reveals a higher stage in the movement
of Reason. While civil society serves as an intermediary point for the individual’s
self-consciousness, the state serves as the absolute and final (Hegel 1942: sec.
258; Pelczynski 1984: 77-93).

There are two points in Hegel that deserve attention here. First, civil society
and the state refer not to two entities, but to two aspects of the same entity —
modern Western society. Second, the state is superior to civil society. Meth-
odologically Marx fully inherits the first point. He uses civil society to denote the
totality of economic relations in modern capitalist society, and the state to
denote the totality of political and legal relations in that society. But the second
point in Hegel is completely reversed by Marx; civil society, which he terms “the
economic base,” rather than the state, which he terms “the superstructure,” has
the decisive primacy in human life (Marx and Engels 1974: 4).

As Z. A. Pelczynski (1984: 263—64) notes, in Marx’s concept of civil society —
the core of his historical materialism — the complex contents of Hegels civil
society are reduced to economic relations. Of later Marxists, Gramsci is the
leading figure to take civil society as the central concept in his sociopolitical
analysis, and simultaneously to try to enrich the contents of civil society once
simplified by Marx. To Gramsci (1971: 12), civil society as “the ensemble of
organisms commonly called ‘private’” is not the economic base as defined by
Marx, but a part of the superstructure, an important means and process of
domination over working people executed by the ruling class. Yet, the analytic
usefulness of Gramsci’s concept suffers heavily from his inconsistent explana-
tions of the relations between civil society and state. He sometimes views the
two as contrasting (equal to consensus making versus coercion); sometimes he
defines civil society as a part of the state; and on still other occasions he identi-
fies civil society with the state (Carnoy 1984: 72).8

8Pelczynski (1988a: 365-66) notes that Gramsci’s theory of the state—civil society relation inspired
in the late 1970s radical left-wing intellectuals in the West and theorists of the opposition in the
East to “conceptualize historical developments [in Eastern Europe] and to map out a programme
of . .. the ‘de-totalization” of socialism.” I wonder how they coped with the inconsistency in
Gramsci’s theory.
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In contemporary social and political theory, civil society is defined as the
nonstate, or the limits of state action. The scheme of the state versus civil society
is used to refer to the public versus the private, the coercive versus the volun-
tary, or the compulsory versus the autonomous. The following statements, taken
from writers in the classical liberal, Weberian, and neo-Marxist tradition, illus-
trate its common usages.

Ernest Barker (1951: 2-3):

By “Society” we mean the whole sum of voluntary bodies, or associations, contained in
the nation . . ., with all their various purposes and with all their institutions . . . By “the
State” we mean a particular and specia.l association, existing for the special purpose of
maintaining a compulsory scheme of legal order, acting therefore through laws enforced
by prescribed and definite sanctions.

Reinhard Bendix, John Bendix, and Norman Furniss (1987: 33):

In the context of the modern Western world the state has been defined as a country’s
capacity to act as a corporate whole, based on the monopolization of the legitimate use of
force over a territory with clearly defined boundaries. The corresponding civil societies
do not constitute corporate wholes in the same way. Rather, they consist of aggregates of
families and private associations that “put into effect certain rules of particular interest to
them in some special area of social and political life, albeit without seeking direct

responsibility in public affairs.”
John Keane (1988b: 3):

The relationship between the state and civil society . . . is . . . between the complex
network of political institutions (including the military, legal, administrative, productive
and cultural organs of the state) and the realm of social (privately owned, market-
directed, voluntarily run or friendship-based) activities which are legally recognized and
guaranteed by the state. This relationship between the state and civil society must be
rethought in a way that affirms the necessity and desirability of drawing stricter limits
upon the scope of state action, while expanding the sphere of autonomous social life.

The bifurcated conception of state—society relations genetically bears a deep
mark of modern Western experience.® Dieter Grimm (1986: 93; see also Black
1984) amply illustrates this development, which began in early modern times in
Western Europe:

The new concentration of political power divided the medieval community into two
different bodies: a small one consisting of the prince and his staff, characterized by the
monopoly of legitimate coercive power, and a large one comprising everybody else being

9In his critique of recent social scientific discussions on state—civil society relations, Keane (1988a:
62 and 70; 1988b: 65) remarks that most contemporary writers have a misconception of the
distinction. A reading of Keane’s (1988a: 1-72; 1988b: 1-68) essays on the subject indicates that,
while Keane’s review of the classical literature illustrates the existence of “important differences in
the geographic distribution, temporal changes and semantic variation of the distinction” (1988a:
62), which have been ignored by many contemporary writers, Keane’s own usage of the state—civil
society distinction demonstrates no meaningful difference from most of the other approaches that
he criticizes. Try to compare, for instance, the works of John B. Thompson (Lefort 1986: 6 and
321) and R. N. Berki (Hayward and Berki 1979: 2) with Keane’s (1988a: 21; 1988b: 3).
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subject to that power. For the first body, the notion of state, formerly applied in an
attributive sense only, came up in this very period. The second one used to be called
society. Yet, society no longer signified the community as a whole including all political
authorities, but the community without the state. The concentration of all political rights
in the hands of the ruler left everybody else behind in the role of a private member.
Privateness became the characteristic of society. . . . The legal system reflected the
distinction between state and society, private and public sphere. The universal medieval
law fell apart into two different sets of rules: the private law regulating the relations
within society, and the public law concerning the relations between society and state.

Thus, the defining feature of civil society is institutional autonomy vis-a-vis
the state, either in the form of legally protected rights, or in the form of
customarily recognized freedom. In a weak sense, a civil society can be said to
exist in a de facto form — that is, it keeps operating overtly in spite of the state’s
prohibition.

Institutional parasitism: an alternate conceptualization

This study contends that the binary conception of civil society versus the state,
when bestowed on nonconformity and opposition movements in communist
systems, is usually misleading, being applicable only in rare, extreme cases.
Based on the Western model of state—society relations in modern (not contem-
porary, see Gilbert and Howe 1991) times, this dichotomous concept highlights,
analytically, the definitive nature of institutions, organizational separateness,
structural autonomy, and a zero-sum relationship in sociopolitical processes.
When applied to decommunization as a scheme for selecting and organizing
data, what this all too neat concept includes and reveals falls short of what it
omits and obscures. And what it omits and obscures is precisely the most
characteristic, dynamic, and intriguing phenomena in the devolution and disin-
tegration of the mechanism of party-state control in late communism, a process
full of uncertainty, ambiguity, opacity, and confusion.

I instead propose the concept “institutional parasitism” as an alternate
scheme. Institutional parasitism is distinguished by the following characteris-
tics: (1) the boundary between institutional structures is vague and indetermi-
nate, mainly because one institution grows and is sheltered on or in a different
institution from which it draws its partial or total resources; and (2) the nature of
individual institutions is amphibious!® or even indeterminate; that is, a single
institution can be used for contradictory or conflicting purposes or functions.

It has been widely observed in the transition from communism that many
organizations that were described by outside observers as “independent” or
10In Webster's Third New International Dictionary, “amphibious” is defined as “belonging to,

adapted for, or consisting of both land and water”; or as “having or combining two lives, positions,
or qualities.”
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“autonomous” and working to end communist rule were actually in a symbiotic
relationship with party-state structures. They depended, in greater or lesser
degrees, on these official structures for legal or political protection and for
personnel or material support. What is more fascinating is that the party-state
set up institutions for its own use and then these institutions were gradually co-
opted by critical forces that used them for counterpurposes, all the while keep-
ing up the front that these were still party-state institutions.!! Institutional
parasitism has manifested itself in all communist countries and in all aspects of
decommunization.

In the sphere covered by this study, which East European scholars term as
the “public sphere” or the “second polity” or the “parallel polity,” evidence
shows that, first, some of the Chinese counterelite’s critical voice was expressed
in the mass media and in meetings owned or organized by party-government
organs and official institutions, which were a part of the party-state machinery:
Politically they were subject to the direction of party propaganda departments
and governmental culture bureaus, organizationally they were administrated by
personnel appointed by party organization departments and state personnel
bureaus, and financially they were supported by the state budget. In the mean-
time, however, because of the political orientation or personal connections of
those working within, these institutions could also be used to support the op-
position or paraopposition. This pattern developed at a dramatic level in the
Spring 1989 Democracy Movement. Important party-state organs became the
mouthpiece of the antigovernment movement, and the state’s conventional
instruments of political control became organizational frames for mass protest
(Walder 1989; Jakobson 1990; Saich 1990: 126-63).

Second, most of the Chinese counterelite’s voice was put forward in the
“cliquish publications.” (See Chapter 2.) These publishing institutions were not
directly owned by party-state organs but established and run by the intellectual
circles through networks of personal relations. Formally, however, they had to
attach themselves to official bodies and their money came mainly from public
funds and state enterprises. Only a small portion came from private resources.

Third, the dissent and oppositional activities discussed in this work became
possible only through sponsorships, arrangements, and coordination provided
by a variety of societies, research groups, institutes, associations, and editorial
boards. These organizations were voluntary in the sense that different intellec-
tual circles set them up on their own initiative. Yet, under PRC regulations, a
voluntary organization must have a supervisory official institution in order to
obtain legal registration; party officials of the supervisory institution must be

T am thankful to Rachael Winfree for helping me make this clarification.
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politically responsible for all the activities in the affiliated voluntary organiza-
tion. Although in reality most of the affiliations between voluntary and super-
visory institutions were made through personal connections, and though many
party officials in supervisory institutions did not interfere very much in the
activity of voluntary organizations, no voluntary organization could come into
being without an official institution’s shelter.

Finally, one must not forget that most members of the Chinese counterelite
were party-state employees. Some of them even belonged to what Geoffrey
Hosking (1990: 45) calls the “establishment nonconformity” class.

Though beyond the scope of this study, material I have collected shows that in
China, among the businesses that were not state-owned, which together were
parallel to the former Soviet bloc’s “second economy,” very few could be strictly
called “private.” Most nonstate businesses had to have state or collective organs
and companies as their “mother institutions” (guakao danwei). In addition to
bribes, which were usually given on an irregular basis, those businesses had to
pay a considerable amount in so-called supervisory fees to the mother institu-
tion on a regular basis. In exchange, owners of nonstate businesses could use
their mother institutions’ “good names” as state or collective organizations to
protect their businesses from harassment from local bureaucrats or hooligans.
When policy changes occurred, “good names” could help reduce financial
losses, because the government periodically tightened restrictions on private
firms. Affiliation with state or collective institutions also helped nonstate enter-
prises get fuel, raw materials, and transportation. In a word, many nonstate
businesses had state or collective institutions as their supervisors, party-state
officials as their bosses, and official institutions as their profit sharers.12

Institutional parasitism was so prevalent in Dengist China that even those
trying to explain post-Mao changes in the light of civil society theory have to give
it considerable weight. For example, David Kelly and He Baogang (1992: 29)
admit that to say companies of the Beijing Stone Group type (a highly pub-
licized computer firm) are ““private’ is misleading. Such concerns are better
described as semiofficial. Almost all are ‘pendant’ (gua) from some part of the
CCP organizational network.” They also note that China’s institutional environ-
ment in the late 1980s enabled “state entities to act counter to the state” (ibid.:
37). In a similar vein David Strand (1990: 13—15, 18) cites various data to show
the “ambiguity between state and society” in China, in which “elements of the
state . . . have developed an independent social identity. They can attack the

12Based on interviews with participants in, and researchers of, China’s economic reforms: Infor-
mants nos. 15, 40, 41, and Chen Yizi (December 1990, Princeton). An American sociologist’s
(Wank 1992) fieldwork on the development of nonstate enterprises in Xiamen tells the same

story.
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state by creating a Chinese version of the East European strategy of ‘social self-
defense.”” Strand (ibid.: 12) further comments that because of “the Chinese
tradition . . . whereby official, public, and private realms interlock in complex,
changing pattern,” it is difficult to decide whether the type of factory estab-
lished in the economic reforms is “in the ‘state’ or in ‘society’™”

Institutional parasitism in the former Soviet bloc

This characteristic relationship between state and society in Dengist China was
also present, in varying degrees, in the former Soviet bloc.1? In the sphere of
communications, in pre-1990s Eastern Europe, “the line between the two cul-
tures [of the official and the unofficial] or two forms of communication is not
always sharp and distinct, and varies according to the country or the period
under consideration” (Skilling 1989: 38). George Schopflin (1979: 142) uses the
term “para-opposition” to portray Hungarian intellectuals’ counteractivities
against the Communist regime from the late 1960s to the late 1970s: “By this, I
mean opposition that does not overtly question the ideological bases of the
system, but does accept the leeway for a semi-autonomous political role permit-
ted by that system.” Even in Poland, a place where Communist rule was under
the strongest challenge, in the 1970s and 1980s, the expression of critical voices
also fell into the mode of institutional parasitism: “Where the official media are
not in total control, or are flexible enough to permit the expression of some
nonconformist ideas, there are autonomous elements within the official realm
of culture” (Skilling 1989: 38). Opposition-minded Polish intellectuals “created
a situation in which intelligent and creative individuals had more and more
opportunities for self-realization outside the system” but “mainly inside state
institutions” (Frentzel-Zagorska 1990: 766). In the Soviet Union, literary jour-
nals and associations in the Gorbachev era became one of the centers for
antigovernment protest. Yet, these associations and journals were formally
government-owned and sponsored. This phenomenon led an observer (Hosking
1990: 45) to name them paradoxically as “establishment non-conformity.” Vac-
lav Havel (Benda et al. 1988: 233—34) explains vividly why dichotomous categor-
ization has little relevance to the transitions taking place in late communism:
Under a totalitarian system, of course . . . no one is, nor can they be, completely or
absolutely independent of the state. Even Czechoslovak or Polish citizens who express
themselves most freely are (mostly) employed in state institations where they are paid a

salary by the state, with which they buy food or consumer goods (mostly) in state-owned
shops; they make use (mostly) of the state health service; they live (mostly) in state-

13In discussing institutional parasitism in the former Soviet bloc, I cite evidence mainly from
practitioners of the “state versus civil society” theory, in order to demonstrate the discrepancy
between the theory they are using and the reality with which they are dealing.



30 The decline of communism in China

owned flats and they observe the countless laws and regulations issued by the state . . .
Yet it is also true that a measure of independence is available even to the most dependent
citizens . . . In other words, there are not, strictly speaking, two distinct societies or two
types of individual, one dependent and the other independent. Everyone is dependent
and at the same time everyone, in certain areas, expresses himself more or less indepen-
dently. The difference — and of course it is an extremely important difference - lies in the
.. . proportions of those two “quantities” in relation to each other.

This was very much the state of affairs in the sphere of association making,
Elemer Hankiss (1988: 31), a close observer of sociopolitical transitions in
Eastern Europe and the creator of the concept of “second society,” makes the
following comments when relating how the Communist structure of society was
gradually changed in Hungary in the late 1960s to late 1980s:

Community networks and helping systems, working in the border zone between
the formal and the informal sphere, the first and the second society, have . . . become
more active in these years. The most important fact from the point of view of our
argument is the great number of interest intermediating networks operating in this
country. Their parallel working, their interactions and interferences, create a chaotic
situation, a state of opacity and confusion, a society in which an important proportion of
social interactions has submerged in a sphere of latency and informality, escaping the
control of the ruling elite.

Of these organizational networks many “were created from above and sup-
ported with public funds” (Hann 1990: 19). For this reason Hankiss (Skilling
1989: 220) later concludes “that the various forms of a ‘second society’ were not
really separate or independent of the first society, but were really only compo-
nents of the latter, heavily dependent on and influenced by it.” Another Hun-
garian analyst, Mihaly Vajda (ibid.: 232), also believes that “the second society
was not independent from the first or from the totalitarian society, but at best
was an informal relationship inside the first society.” In Gorbachev’s Soviet
Union, the growth of informal and voluntary associations was phenomenal. By
the end of the 1980s, their estimated number had reached sixty thousand. This
is a chief reason many observers have turned to civil society theory to explain
what had happened in the Soviet Union (see, e.g., W. Miller 1989: 27-35;
Hosking 1990: 63-75). Nevertheless, these observers also notice that most of
those associations were parasitic: They had to attach themselves to official
institutions (Hosking 1990: 64, 67—68). Students of Poland saw a similar pattern
there: Antisystem movements often “found institutional space on the fringes of
official party-state institutions such as youth organizations” (Ekiert 1990: 3). To
characterize this behavioral pattern typical of communist societies such as
Poland and Hungary, Janina Frentzel-Zagorska (1990: 761) has invented the
term “adaptation through opposition,” which means “supporting existing state
institutions on the behavioral level; at the same time taking advantage of them



Theoretical and comparative issues 31

and displacing their goals by trying to achieve private goals at the expense of
official ones.”

In the economic area, we find the same situation (Seleny 1991). The state-
owned (the “first”) economy and the nonstate (the “second”) economy were
interwoven through informal networks of relation between officials and workers
in the first economy and employers and employees in the second. “The relation-
ship is symbiotic,” remarks a researcher (Judt 1988: 201). “The second economy
depends upon the first economy for its survival; it channels resources away from
it (often illegally).” As Hankiss (1988: 35) has nicely summarized: “The second
economy . . . is not nationalized, not centralized, not politicized, not hier-
archicized, as the first one is, but, nevertheless, it is not an autonomous alterna-
tive economy. It is a complementary economy, grown together with the first
one. They encroach upon each other in a more or less inextricable and mutually
parasitic way.” Hosking (1990: 17) uses exactly the same words to describe the
second economy in the Soviet Union. Even in post-Communist Russia, there
are many so-called private firms that are actually ambiguous in nature, neither
private nor public (Economist January 4, 1992, pp. 40-41).

Two explanatory models

In late communism, the evolution of the characteristic pattern of state—society
relations as described under the term institutional parasitism is natural. All
rulership in human history displays a “suspicious attitude towards association”
(Bendix et al. 1987: 12—13; see also Nisbet 1966: 115, 130-31). Communist
rulership has carried this attitude to the extreme and created what T. H. Rigby
(1992: 15) calls a “mono-organizational” system, whose “most distinctive feature

. . was that the whole life of society was incorporated into a single organiza-
tional structure.” The party-state has enjoyed the monopolization of institution-
making resources, material, personnel, and legal, to such an extent that in
prereform communist society “it does not make much sense to speak of a
‘state’” (Jowitt 1971: 82; see also Schapiro 1969: 98), for everything belonged to
the state. In this context, any structural change in communist countries could
not but involve pervasive and significant manipulation and “abuse” of state
institutions and facilities by citizens, since almost everyone was the state’s em-
ployee and could reach certain types of institutional or material resources of the
state. As Andrew Nathan (1990: 5-6) has keenly observed in the case of China:
“The Chinese Communist Party has always enforced its control of society by
placing its members throughout every institution, including those that were
nominally independent.” The result was, paradoxically, mutual infiltration: Not
only did the party-state infiltrate society, but “society was beginning to infiltrate
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the Party” as well. From the material on the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe
cited previously, we know that Nathan’s comments are equally applicable to
other communist systems.

Thus, against the communist institutional background, liberalization and plu-
ralist developments inevitably brought about and went hand in hand with the
phenomenon of institutional parasitism: What formally remained as part of the
state system could simultaneously work for functions and purposes contradic-
tory to those of the state; and everywhere there existed institutions that could be
said to be both for and against the state. In other words, one can find many
amphibious entities that were neither strictly “state” nor “societal.” Organiza-
tional parasitism, structural indefiniteness, institutional confusion, systemic am-
biguity, and double identity were present at all levels of society.

Many of the phenomena that observers of communism have inappropriately
characterized as “civil society against the state” are actually societalization of
state constituents.14 In communist countries, there existed extensive networks
of social organizations, which bore a strong resemblance to voluntary associa-
tions in liberal-democratic society but were actually “preemptive” organiza-
tions: They were set up by the communist regime for both “serving the regime’s
mobilization goals and . . . [in particular] inhibiting the formation of private
loyalties” (C. Johnson 1970: 19). They were thus an indispensable part of the
communist state system. The term “societalization of state constituents” refers
to the partial conversion in which the upper echelon of the communist regime
loses control of pseudosocial organizations, and members of society can more or
less turn these organizations from agents of governmental manipulation into
instruments for the expression of ideals, or mobilization and coordination of
interests, against the party-state.!> Societalization of state constituents is one
dimension of institutional parasitism.

The concept of institutional parasitism highlights the indeterminacy of the
character and function of individual institutions, and of boundaries between
them. It also highlights the interweaving and interpenetration of different
forces at play in sociopolitical transitions. As an analytic concept, it is responsive
to the dynamics of institutional changes in communist countries and the transi-
tional process per se. On the other hand, the concept of civil society projects a
dichotomous, oversimplified image of reality. Even if we take into consideration
the ideal-typical nature of the “civil society versus the state” concept, and even if

14T ewin (1988: 151) terms these phenomena as “socializing the state.” I use “societalization”
because “socialization” retains special meanings in political economy and psychology.

15Guillermo O’Donnell, Philippe C. Schmitter, and Laurence Whitehead (1986: Vol. 4, p. 49) have
observed institutional conversion at a higher level in transitions from authoritarian rule in
Southern Europe and Latin America. 1 have borrowed some phrases from them but avod
transplanting the concept of “the resurrection of civil society” into the communist situation.
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we keep in mind Whitehead’s and Parsons’s caution against the “fallacy of
misplaced concreteness” (Parsons 1968: 29), this dichotomous concept based
on the modern Western model of state—society relations will prove to have
limited power to explain the complex transition from communism.

To sense how civil society theory impairs an appropriate characterization and
understanding of the major part of the transition, one might read Lewin’s recent
book on sociopolitical changes in the Soviet Union that led to the Gorbachev
revolution. On the one hand, Lewin (1988: 7), on the basis of his informative
and insightful study, contends that “the usual antithesis of ‘state’ versus ‘society’
may be inadequate when one wants to explore relations between the two” in the
post-Stalin situation. On the other hand, however, Lewin still tries to use the
concept of civil society to generalize his empirical findings and thus is caught in
a self-contradiction. Read these lines (ibid.: 80; emphasis added):

By “civil society,” we refer to the aggregate of networks and institutions that either exist
and act independently of the state or are official organizations capable of developing
their own, spontaneous views on national or local issues and then impressing these views
on their members, on small groups and, finally, on the authorities. . . . The concept of
civil society operating in the very fortress of statism — among broad layers of officials,
political opinion makers, and the party apparatus — challenges conventional thinking
about the Soviet state. It is a novel idea about a novel situation.

What Lewin describes here resembles closely the Chinese case under
investigation.

Here I must make it clear that this study is not intended to advocate a total
abandonment of civil society theory in the analysis of transitions from commu-
nism. This theory certainly is useful in treating a small number of extreme cases
such as the Solidarity movement. But the open confrontation in Poland in the
Solidarity era, though significant and dramatic, was not typical of the transitions
as awhole. To quote a famous saying, “In Poland it [the collapse of communism)]
took ten years, in Hungary ten months, in East Germany ten weeks and in
Czecho-Slovakia ten days” (Ash 1989: 42).16 There were substantial differences,
in terms of regime—~opposition relations, between Poland and other East Euro-
pean countries, between East European countries and the Soviet Union, and
between European and Asian communist countries (Brumberg 1990: 9; Klig-
man 1990: 422; Chirot 1991). In most former and remaining communist coun-

16Even in Poland itself institutional parasitism was a predominant pattern in the opposition
movement before the 1980s. As Pelczynski (1988a: 368-69) says, until the 1980s the critical
intellectual groups “owed their existence to the laxity of party control, the relative toleration of
the security police apparatus and a degree of judicial independence, not to an infrastructure of
genuinely autonomous social organizations. They were beneficiaries of loopholes in the state
structure. Hence the application of the civil society concept to Poland before the rise of
Solidarity — any meaningful talk of ‘the rebirth of civil society’ — is in my view highly misleading;
indeed, a piece of mystification and wishful thinking.”
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tries and for most of the time, activities and developments that were not typical
of the Solidarity movement constituted the major part of the transition from
communism. To apply the “civil society versus the state” framework to such
activities and developments causes more distortion than provides accurate
description.!7 It is precisely in these places where this framework becomes
irrelevant or marginally applicable that the concept of institutional parasitism
shows its advantage.18

When the radical changes were taking place throughout the communist
world in the late 1980s, most observers of communism in the West found the
unfolding drama difficult to understand. As one East European scholar (EEPS
1990: 155) has noted: “Why did no one predict the revolutions of 1989? How did
we manage to expend a sea of ink and thousands of hours in scholarly discourse
only to be totally surprised by what is happening there? How embarrassing to
read in a specialized journal, prepared several months ago but received only this
year, that the Honnecker regime stands firm, and that nothing will happen in
Romania until after the presumably peaceful demise of its dictator!” I think the
standard analytic frameworks in the field should take part of the blame. Western
observers of communism used to focus on the absence or presence of formal
civic associations and oppositional organizations in communist countries to
predict the likelihood of dramatic changes, unrest, or revolutions. Observers
using the state versus civil society model did not see that within or underneath
the seemingly monolithic party-state structures, not to mention various kinds of
social organizations attached to them, oppositional or paraoppositional activities
developed.1® In many cases, such activities could be sustained precisely because

171 question the value of the “civil society versus the state” scheme as a generally applicable
analytic tool in explaining transitions from communism, but do not question its value as a
normative ideal and as a political-strategic concept in the same setting. A notion that has great
normative and political appeals to a society does not necessarily have a great explanatory power
to that society.

18As Alex Inkeles (1971: 419) has well articulated, the role of conceptual schemes is to decide
“what is taken into consideration and what is left out, what weight is assigned to one factor as
against another, which sets of interrelationships are assumed to exist and which will go largely
unnoticed.” The criterion of judging the quality of schemes, therefore, is not that which is “right”
and which “wrong,” but that which is richer and which poorer, which is more sensitive and which
less, and which is “more appropriate to one time or place than another.”

19For instance, in a recent article designed for a summary of the transformation of Soviet-type
regimes in accordance to the “civil society versus the state” model, the authors (Weigle and
Butterfield 1992: 4) state that “unable to freely choose representatives to the state and thus to
influence policy or pursue private interests in a legally protected public sphere, those individuals
in society who did not accept the regime’s domination of public association and participation
either withdrew into the private life of the family or developed alternative, underground
networks of association and participation.” The authors failed to see that besides these two
alternatives, there was a third strategy: to manipulate official and semiofficial structures for
antisystem purposes.
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of the protection and resources provided by these official and semiofficial
structures.20

The concepts of the state versus civil society and of institutional parasitism
represent two explanatory models. The former suggests that the collapse of
communism can be explained only or mainly by the growth of the self-organized
opposition that was independent of official institutions and that attacked the
party-state system from outside by mobilizing forces from below. The latter
suggests that the major reason for the collapse of highly organized communist
systems was inside — the internal erosion and disintegration of the sociopolitical
organization of communist societies, which were caused deliberately by those
working within and which gave opportunities to the development of unofficial
structures alongside the official ones.

Here therefore lies the predictive power of institutional parasitism: As a
theoretical device it helps the researcher penetrate into the opaque organiza-
tional world of communist countries and locate an important source for the
dynamics of regime transformation in communist systems. With this insight the
researcher is able to foresee political changes despite the quiet and normal
surface of a communist system.

20To be sure, institutional parasitism also imposes severe limits on dissent and opposition (see
Chirot 1991: 132-33).
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The counterelite and
its institutional basis

This chapter discusses the major differences between China’s counterelite and
ruling elite, explains the counterelite’s composition, and describes its efforts to
capture existing institutions and form new ones. By presenting a number of
cases of the counterelite’s ventures, the chapter illustrates the prevalence of
institutional parasitism in nonconformity and opposition in China from the late
1970s to the late 1980s.

Before rendering a detailed characterization of the counterelite and its in-
stitutional underpinnings, this chapter provides a brief look at the larger popula-
tion from which the counterelite came, in order to give the reader a sense of the
position of the counterelite within Chinese society.

According to China’s 10 percent sampling population census of 1982, the
most comprehensive data of the kind published so far, “mental workers” with
post—high school education totaled about 30 million, 3 percent of China’s popu-
lation of 1 billion. Post—high school education here includes formal schooling,
on-the-job training, and vocational and television schooling. Of those 30 million,
scientific, technical, medical, and cultural personnel counted about 17 million;
educators, 9 million; and administrative and managerial personnel, 4 million
(Shehuixue Yanjiu No. 5, p. 69; No. 6, pp. 18-19, 1988). In addition, 1.88
million nationwide were enrolled undergraduate and graduate students in 1986,
the midpoint of the time covered by this study (China Statistical Yearbook 1989:
796). Although these students had not entered the labor force yet, they were
regarded by the general public as “intellectuals.” Therefore, the category of
“intellectuals” has a much broader coverage in the Chinese context than in the
West,! with professionals or white-collar workers and university students all
included.

As a tiny minority in Chinese society, the well educated feel a common

'In communist systems, in China as well as in the Soviet Union, there were only three basic
sociological categories that were used to classify the composition of society; workers, peasants,
and intellectuals (see Inkeles and Bauer 1959: 323—24).

36
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identification. This natural identification has been strengthened, however, be-
cause the well educated have been subject to suspicion and criticism during
most of Communist rule.

Some observers tend to attribute Chinese intellectuals’ influence in society to
their selectiveness: Of the general population only a few have received tertiary
education. There is some truth in this observation but selectiveness alone is not
the full explanation. In the Soviet Union of the mid-1980s, people with com-
plete or incomplete higher education accounted for 7.8 percent of the popula-
tion (22 million out of 280 million, see Lewin 1988: 47), a ratio almost 2.7 times
as large as the Chinese one. But Soviet intellectuals, despite being a less selec-
tive group, were not less influential in their society. In Poland in the 1980s the
university enrollment rate was 5.5 times higher than China’s (The Economist
Book of Vital World Statistics 1990: 208), yet we are told by a keen reporter that
“the Western intellectual who visits his colleagues in Poland feels admiration,
excitement and, yes, envy. Here is a place where people care, passionately,
about ideas. Here is a place where intellectuals matter. Here, in a figure like
Adam Michnik [a critical intellectual imprisoned by the Communist regime], is
the Intellectual as Hero. Here historians make history” (Ash 1990: 117). This is
very much the position Chinese intellectuals enjoyed in their society (Link
1992: 28-29):

The role of [Chinese] intellectuals in state and society is more important than a West-
erner might suspect. The behavior of the Communist leadership itself suggests the
implicit powe5 of intellectuals. The party’s long series of campaigns against intellectuals
.. . offers the best evidence of the party’s fear of the moral authority, and thus the power,
of intellectuals. In March 1989, when thirty-three leading Chinese intellectuals signed a
petition asking the party leadership to declare an amnesty for political prisoners, this
simple act shook the Chinese polity at its highest levels. Top leaders consulted in haste,
the State Council’s official spokesman issued a carefully worded rebuke; within days,
news of the petition had spread orally throughout Beijing and then to other cities. It was a
catalyst in the chain of events that led to the tremendous uprising later that spring. What

Western intellectual can imagine organizing thirty-two colleagues to sign a petition that
would have such effects?

Intellectuals held special weight in communist societies first of all “because
communism itself was primarily created by intellectuals,” and because commu-
nist rule was justified not by procedure or elections but by ideas and theory
(EEPS 1990: 167). Another important reason might be that in communist
societies other middle classes were either nonexistent or very weak, so that
intellectuals were especially powerful (ibid.: 203).

It is well known that in Chinese history scholars were in an ambivalent
relationship with the state: They were the source of recruitment for state of-
ficialdom; at the same time they were the center of criticism and protest against
the ruler who was guilty of misconduct and misgovernment. In the contempo-
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rary Chinese counterelite’s enterprise we can find the echo of this critical
tradition. But our counterelite is not the simple reproduction of the traditional
literati: It has internalized modern democratic values in part because of, iron-
ically, the CCP’s propaganda efforts. Before 1949 the CCP claimed itself the
representative of the democratic forces against the despotic KMT regime, and
promised to bring about genuine democracy and freedom in China. After the
takeover the CCP exercised governance always in the name of the people: “the
People’s Republic,” “the people’s government,” “the people’s army,” “the peo-
ple’s police,” “the people’s court.” All this is but, in Rigby’s (1992: 17) words,
“Institutionalized hypocrisy, which serves to affirm a value or ideal in the very
process of betraying it.” But the daily rhetoric of democracy helped to build the
ideal of democracy into the consciousness of the citizenry,? especially that of the
better educated, leading them to conclude that participation in government is
their right, a right so sacred that even those who were against it in deeds have to
label their institutions as democratic. Thus, while the traditional Chinese literati
were committed to the making of a good emperor when voicing criticism, the
contemporary counterelite was committed to the making of a good — that is,
democratic — government system.

» o« » o«

The line of demarcation between the counterelite and
the ruling elite

Although this study treats the conflict during 1977-89 over directions of the
reform program primarily as contention between the intellectuals and the rul-
ing elite, the line of demarcation between these two should be taken as relative
rather than clear-cut. First, the distinction of intellectuals versus political lead-
ers is relative. The boundaries between the two are arbitrary in the sense that
they are drawn by the researcher for special analytic purposes. If viewed from
their educational background, most Chinese Communist leaders, like most
modern revolutionary elites of other nations, were intellectuals (Putnam 1976:
193-95). The standard this study employs to identify intellectuals is one of
functional role and not of educational background. Under this standard, the
present Chinese Communist leaders are set apart from intellectuals.?

2In the Spring 1989 Movement the citizens of Beijing shouted the slogan “The people’s army must
not shoot the people!” when facing the troops (see Gwertzman and Kaufman 1991: 62-65).

31 believe that there exists no simple relationship between political leaders’ class background, such
as educational experience, and their political conduct (see Stanworth and Giddens 1974: 102-22,
170-84). If employed in research, class-background reductionism would cancel many politi-
cosociological issues of great interest. Class-background reductionism is particularly dangerous in
communist studies. Following it strictly, we would only have in-power communists of intellectual,
bourgeois, landlord, worker, or peasant background. In a class reductionist approach, the “com-
munist bureaucracy” as an independent, distinct category would dissolve.
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Another fact explains the relativity of this line of demarcation. From the
organizational point of view, a good many establishment intellectuals in China
were once located near the political power center, even as they fought for the
interests of the ruled.4

Third, neither the ruling elite nor the counterelite was homogeneous. At both
the world outlook and policy preference levels, we can find differences within
each group.

Finally, it is rare in politics that a fight is carried on in a clear-cut, bloc versus
bloc fashion. Political struggles often cut across group boundaries (Bell 1988:
341-42). This happens particularly in times of great political change (Tilly 1978:
213-14; O’Donnell, Schmitter, and Whitehead 1986: Vol. 3, pp. 50-56). In the
empirical part of this study, we can see that from time to time certain factions
within the Chinese ruling elite reached out to form temporary, issue-based
coalitions with certain groups within the intellectual elite fighting against other
factions in the ruling elite. Sometimes elements in the intellectual elite also
sought support and protection from one faction in the ruling elite to resist
pressures brought to bear by another.

With regard to faction friction within the ruling elite, there has been a widely
admitted problem of designation. Observers of both China and the Soviet
Union point out that it is inadequate and misleading to use oversimplified
labels, such as “Left versus Right,” “conservative versus progressive,” or “radical
versus moderate,” to designate opinion and policy differences among commu-
nist leaders (Macridis and Brown 1977: 175, 201-2). Methodologically, this
polarization model has its roots in a mistakenly assumed consistency. “It as-
sumes that social views can be aligned along a single dimension. . . . If a person
is a radical in one realm, he is a radical in all others; and conversely, if he is a
conservative in one realm, then he must be conservative in the others as well”
(Bell 1978: xi—xii). A polarized picture is especially unfitting to the politics of
reform (Huntington 1968: 344-96). As mentioned earlier, the decisive feature
of Dengism is the syncretic policy of economic pluralism plus party dictatorship.
The adoption of this policy by the dominant faction of the Chinese ruling elite
rendered coalition formation within the leadership extremely complex and un-
stable. Opponents in the economic policy area at the same time could be allies
or even comrades-in-arms on the political front. Examples of this sort can be
found in many places in the chapters that follow.

Additionally, the factor of personal relationships adds new difficulties to the
understanding of group formation within the CCP leadership. That Chinese
political figures value personal loyalty and connections enormously makes per-

4In any concrete society, there is always some overlap between ruling and social elites (Parry 1969:
74).
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sonal relationships a relatively independent dynamic in group formation. If a
political leader regards somebody as personally loyal to him, he could keep this
person in his close circle or assign important posts to him, even if he knows that
the loyalist holds different opinions on policy issues. This dimension of grouping
can hardly be explained by schemes of “Left versus Right” or “conservative
versus liberal,” which are entirely based on political orientation and policy
opinion.?

Deng Xiaoping’s inclusion of Wang Zhen and Deng Liqun in his close circle is
a good illustration. Deng Liqun, a senior official in charge of policy studies and
ideological affairs, had a stand very different from Deng Xiaoping’s on policies
such as the open-door policy, the SEZs, urban economic reform, the differentia-
tion of party and government functions, and bureaucratic recruitment. Wang
Zhen, a former general and later a vice-president of the state, had been closer to
Deng Xiaoping’s chief opponents on many policy issues in both the political and
economic realms. Yet Deng Xiaoping had given both men influential positions.
An important reason is that Wang was the first official to urge the then party
chairman Hua Guofeng to rehabilitate Deng Xiaoping at the 1977 “Central
Working Conference.” Deng Liqun refused to denounce Deng Xiaoping in the
“Criticize Deng Xiaoping Campaign” of 1975-76 initiated by Mao. Deng Xiao-
ping greatly appreciated those loyalties and believed that Wang Zhen and Deng
Liqun would never betray him at critical times, that is, during the intraparty
power struggle. This personal trust contributed heavily to Deng Xiaoping’s
favoring of these two men, playing down (but not ignoring) their differences
over policy.

Personal relationships as a factor relatively independent of policy stands also
plays a part in crossline networking between the intellectual elite and the ruling
elite. That some intellectuals obtained a certain degree of political protection
from powerful leaders does not necessarily mean that the two sides were fight-
ing for the same cause: They might simply be old colleagues or knew each other
through chains of friendship or kinship.

For example, late in 1983 during the Anti—Spiritual Pollution Campaign, Hu
Qiaomu, China’s ideological tsar, and Deng Liqun were determined to abolish
the Institute of Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Thought led by Yu
Guangyuan and Su Shaozhi, an institution termed by many in the party estab-
lishment as the “stronghold of bourgeois liberalism.” At this critical moment,

5For a comprehensive review of the efforts to theorize about patron-client relations in politics, see
S. N. Eisenstadt and Louis Roniger (1980). For recent applications of the patronage concept to
PRC society, see Andrew Walder (1986) and Jean Oi (1989). Robert Kaufman’s (1974) article,
though written nearly two decades ago, still contains a good review of some methodological
problems involved in extending the dyadic exchange model to macropolitics.
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the institute’s leadership asked Feng Lanrui, a former deputy director of that
institute, to seek help from Bo Yibo, her old boss of the revolutionary movement
in the 1930s and 1940s. Bo, known as a hard-liner on many policy issues, was a
powerful leader in charge of the party rectification campaign. Because of their
long-term personal relationship, however, Feng managed to persuade Bo to
issue a directive saving the institute from abolition.

Without ignoring these problems, this study places emphasis on the conflict
between the ruling elite and the intellectual elite, rather than on the combat
between cross-boundary coalitions. Although there were many differences
among the members of the post-Mao ruling elite, and these differences may be
of primary importance in other studies, the consensus among the majority of the
ruling elite was substantial with respect to regime legitimation and political
stabilization, which is the subject of the present inquiry. The ruling elite’s
consensus defined the setting within which the post-Mao political interaction
was carried on. On this point, what Bialer (1980: 195) has said about the
pre-1980s Soviet political elite is pertinent to the Chinese case:

The Soviet political elite is, of course, not a homogeneous body; it joins varied interests,
diverse outlooks and sympathies. During times of internal crisis and severe stress it tends
to divide. Yet one may suggest that a core set of attitudes and beliefs which are strong and
persistent permeate the elite stratum as a whole. . . . When considering the context of
elite group activity in the Soviet Union, it seems important to suggest that it refers to a
relationship among groups who fundamentally accept the system but who compete for
advantages within it. These groups exist within consensus relationships of a more general
and durable kind than their conflict relationships.

One may list a set of positions that the majority of the post-Mao ruling elite
consensually held as a base line. It was permissible to have different interpreta-
tions on such positions, but any individual member’s attempt to abandon them
was defined by the ruling group as a whole as treason.®

1. The maintenance of a powerful, authoritarian, and centralized bureaucratic state
system; the preservation of the state’s authority to interfere in the citizen’s social and
moral life if considered necess

2. Emphasis on the CCP’s leadership in the state system and on the maintenance of
Leninist administration of the party itself, in which decision making must be carried
out in a top-down manner and the top leadership must enjoy full autonomy; radical
rejection of a multiparty system and a legal system independent of the party bureau-
cracy’s control

3. The desirability of the state’s control of key economic resources and its discretion in
major economic affairs, and fear of excessive income differentiation in society

4. The urgency of technological-economic development, and insistence on the uncondi-
tional subordination of human and civil rights to social stability and economic
development

6The fate of Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang is a good example. Actually, they did not go so far as
abandoning the base line, but only tried to soften some of the positions.
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5. The commitment to national independence; the mistrust of foreign political and
economic power, and the ambivalence toward China’s growing interconnections with
the world economy, which benefited China materially but subjected it to the manip-
ulation of foreign powers?

In contrast, the basic agreements among the counterelite — again acknowl-
edging that considerable dispute was observable within the group — were as
follows:

1. Opposition to the omnipotent state; emphasis on differentiation between state and
societal activity, on social autonomy at the grass-roots level, and on government
responsiveness to complaints and pressure from the governed

2. Objection to the Leninist one-party dictatorship; a belief in the open, fair competition
among various factions in the ruling party, and among various parties in the country

3. Desire for a just legal system independent of the party-state bureaucracy, for the
authority of the law above that of the ruling party, and for the authority of due process
in political succession

4. Demand for the actualization of civil liberties promised by the PRC Constitution — for
example, the rights of free information, free expression, free press, and the freedom of
assembly, association, worship, and migration

5. Opposition to the CCP’s command of the army; demand for a depoliticized, profes-
sional national defense force, which must be precluded from involvement in domestic
politics

6. Revulsion against political, legal, economic, and social privileges enjoyed by officials
and their families, and against nepotism, cronyism, and patrimonialism in politics;
insistence on severe punishment of bureaucrats who use public office to promote
their own interests, and on equal opportunities, fair competition, and a merit system
in selecting recruits for all official posts

7. A belief in the efficiency of a market economy, in which the state bureaucracy’s
intervention should be minimized and the public and private sector be appropriately
empowered

These two different sets of positions, to be sure, were not the starting point of
the post-Mao political drama; rather, they developed during the course of the
interplay. In Part II of this study we will observe how the two sides parted
company step by step and became antagonistic.

This study focuses on the tension between the intellectual and the ruling
elites also because the post-Mao experience has shown that, despite certain
patron—client relations developed between individual members from the two
sides, the patron in the ruling elite would sell out, or at least ignore, his clients’
interests when his clients went too far, provoking strain in the Communist
leadership. At this point the ruling elite would conclude that something must be

7Jurgen Domes (Michael et al. 1990: 184) labels the post-Mao ruling elite’s shared position on
major policy issues as “enlightened Stalinism.” For “the Stalinist or Bolshevik policy elements
provided the basis, and the elements of enlightenment were supplementary.” Domes’s description
fits well the ruling elite’s common attitude toward political issues, but not its stances on economic
policies. In the economic field, the practice of the Dengists — the dominant faction of the
leadership — has deviated from Stalinism so far that the preceding description appears
inappropriate.
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done in order to keep the situation in control and to display the ruling elite’s
“unity” to the general public. Examples considered in this study include Deng
Xiaoping’s treatment of the Democracy Wall activists in 1978-79, who sup-
ported Deng’s return to power but then were attacked by the Communist
leadership, including Deng, for demanding “too much democracy.” Another
example is Hu Yaobang’s desertion of Hu Jiwei, Wang Ruoshui, Li Honglin, and
Ruan Ming in the mid-1980s, when he was under pressure from his colleagues
to punish these intellectuals. Still another is Zhao Ziyang’s deal with the top
hard-liners over the fate of Liu Binyan, Su Shaozhi, Zhang Xianyang, and others
in 1987, when the hard-liners insisted on disciplining those “bourgeois liberals”
in exchange for a compromise on economic policies. This standard practice
shows clearly how the political leaders identified their interests versus the
intellectuals’.

From the late 1970s to late 1980s, there was a consistent and remarkable
growth in the collective self-consciousness of Chinese intellectuals as a politi-
cally awakened, independent social stratum with a unique role and responsibil-
ity. There was a corresponding rise in political activism among them.
Immediately after Mao’s death, China’s critical intellectuals, like the earlier
dissidents in Eastern Europe (Skilling 1989: 182), were basically socialist in
their orientation, hoping to make changes within the framework of the existing
order. With their reform objectives being repudiated by the Communist leader-
ship again and again, with themselves being frequently victimized by the re-
formist leaders in inner-party struggles, and with their expanding knowledge of
political change in the Soviet block and Taiwan, Chinese intellectuals increas-
ingly saw themselves not as a supplementary force attached to certain factions in
the Communist leadership but as a counterelite — an independent sociopolitical
force engaged in discourse, competition, and confrontation with the party es-
tablishment.8 In the late 1970s, this movement toward a counterelite role was
observable only among a few educated youth, such as Wei Jingsheng and Ren
Wanding. In the mid-1980s, among elite intellectuals, only Fang Lizhi, a physi-
cist, dared to pronounce:

To a large extent, whether China can advance to a modern and democratic society will
depend on how the present generation of Chinese intellectuals can remold them-
selves. . . . Chinese intellectuals must stand erect, must not submit themselves to higher
authorities and await for their instructions in everything, still less to entrust their future
to favors bestowed by certain officials. Once Chinese intellectuals become independent,
they will show their strength immediately . . . The present generation of Chinese intel-

8For consistency in terminology I use the term “counterelite” to designate the object of my study
throughout this work. But the reader should keep in mind that the intellectual and professional
groups under study were less counter to the regime in the late 1970s than in the late 1980s.
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lectuals begins to show an independence-consciousness and entertains a strong aspira-
Hon to become masters of their own fate. (Rosen’s translation, 1990: 88)

In the late 1980s, Chinese intellectuals made public pronouncements about
what their role in government should be. In the “First National Conference on
Modernization Theories,” held in early 1988, most participants reached a con-
sensus, which strongly recommended an “elite democracy” model, in which two
elite groups, the political and the intellectual, share power. The recommenders
believed that only through an “elite democracy” phase could China move to the
higher stage of “popular democracy” (Guangming Daily March 24, 1988). In
the “First National Symposium on Problems Concerning Intellectuals” in the
summer of 1988, many contributors remarked that in the past, political par-
ticipation by Chinese intellectuals too often resulted in persecution when the
ruler became disenchanted with their proposals, as in the Anti-Rightist Cam-
paign of 1957.

If intellectuals have no independent personality, their participation is meaningless. Inde-
pendent personality means a self-consciousness of the duty and character of one’s class or
stratum. . . . After the 1949 Liberation, Chinese intellectuals put faith in the ruling party
led by Mao Zedong as the sole body capable of revitalizing the nation. Regrettably, the
Chinese intelligentsia abandoned its independent and critical spirit as it adopted a faith
in and worship of the party and its leader. The 1957 disaster crushed the intelligentsia’s
spine. Since then it could no longer represent the conscience of society. . . . We thus
must call for the preservation of the intelligentsia’s sense of independence. (Guangming
Daily September 8, 1988; World Economic Herald September 12, 1988)

In their journey from the role of a good-minded “repairer” of the existing
system to that of a determined antagonist of it, Chinese intellectuals’ experience
was not unique. In communist countries, too often within-system reformers
were forced to become overt opponents, as in the Soviet Union during the
1970s and early 1980s (Brumberg 1990: 32) and in Hungary before the late
1980s (Ash 1990: 293; Frentzel-Zagorska 1990: 765). The nondemocratic nature
of communist systems expressed itself precisely in their denying of legitimate
opposition within the political system.

Four categories of the counterelite

The objects of this study are those members of the well-educated social strata
who were deeply involved in politics and dared to voice criticism and dissent
against the Communist regime. Members of this counterelite can be roughly
grouped into four categories: radical marginal intellectuals, critical cultural
intellectuals, politically active technical intellectuals, and independent-minded
official intellectuals. Although in many of the events that constituted the post-
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Mao political drama members of different categories acted together and their
work became inseparable, each category possessed unique characteristics.

1. Radical marginal intellectuals

Most members of this category were born around 1949 when the PRC was
founded. They participated in the Cultural Revolution as Red Guards, farmed
in the countryside as the “sent-down youth,” and afterward returned to cities to
work in factories, service sectors, research and educational institutions, or gov-
ernment offices. Some also served in the army.

The vicissitudes that marked the MIs’ lives crystallized in them special
qualities: extensive knowledge about the many faces of social reality and direct
experience of different social strata; close contact with almost every walk of life;
knowledge of and sensitivity to the thoughts and expectations of low classes such
as the peasantry, poor urban-dwellers, and rank-and-file soldiers; a strong sense
of responsibility for the destiny of the Chinese nation and the welfare of the
people; a commitment to action; a deep concern with political affairs and
susceptibility to political winds; a sophisticated and realistic approach to politi-
cal issues; familiarity with schemes and tactics in Chinese politics; critical,
skeptical thinking; and an immunity to official propaganda.

In this study, these people are called “marginal intellectuals” because of the
level of formal educational or vocational position they attained. The majority
received conventional educations but reached only senior high school. By self-
teaching, or attending evening schools and television colleges, or on-the-job
training, many of them achieved the equivalent of college or even graduate
degrees. Strictly speaking, they were not all white-collar professionals but
ranged between the mental and manual laborers.

The radical MIs are not well represented in this study. Their relatively low
status in the Chinese intellectual strata made it difficult for them to enter the
center stage. Realizing this difficulty, some MIs worked hard to move up in the
intellectual hierarchy, mainly by attending good schools or passing certificate
examinations. Thus, some names that appear first in the category of MIs later
appear in other categories, such as Min Qi and Lii Jiamin, who were merely
office workers when involved in the Democracy Movement of 1978-79 but
became well-known critical intellectuals in the late 1980s.

Yet the MIs’ status as outsiders allowed them to appear to be a cohesive
group — perhaps more so than they actually were. Most participants in the
Democracy Movement of 197879 and the “Responses to Pan Xiao’s Letter” in
1980—81 were MIs (see Chapter 3). Some also appeared in the debate over
China’s “global membership” in 1988 (Chapter 5). In other events examined
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here, the MIs’ role was visible only in the background. Such individuals as Wei
Jingsheng, Ren Wanding, Xu Wenli, Li Shenping, Li Jiahua, and Chen Erjin,
who all were activists of the Democracy Movement, and Huang Xiaojiu, one of
the authors of “Pan Xiao™s letter, are well-known examples, but for the most
part the MIs received little publicity and as individuals are little known.

2. Critical cultural intellectuals

Research fellows in social-scientific research institutes, university teachers and
students in humanities, social sciences, and legal studies programs, and the
editorial staff of scholarly journals and publishing houses constituted the second
category, the CIs. During the post-Mao era, these people combined the roles of
the political and the professional intellectuals. On the one hand, they were
required to devote their specialties to official goals and were involved in discus-
sions over policy formation and implementation; on the other hand, they fought
for professionalism and tried to dissociate their work from party-state guidance.
Under Communist rule, however, to make the cultural and social science enter-
prises independent of politics, practitioners involved in these enterprises have
to be first engaged in politics. Post-Mao ClIs purposefully played a role in
political battles, hoping their contribution would make a difference in the
choice of directions for reform and development.

The Dengist regime, compared with the Maoist one, adopted a more rational
policy toward intellectual life, similar to the Soviet bloc after Stalin (cf. C.
Johnson 1970: 113; Lewin 1988: 85-100). After the natural sciences, economics
as a tool for economic development was the first branch of the social sciences to
win some degree of autonomy from party interference. Second was empirical
social research, the area that indicated the effects of policies on society. “Bour-
geois disciplines” once abolished, such as sociology and political science, were
restored,® and “imperialist pseudosciences” once denounced, such as business
administration and decision science, were instituted. In the humanities, in fields
less related to the party’s core doctrines, such as pre—twentieth century Chinese
history, logic, and linguistics, party officials no longer kept their eyes on what
was said or written.

The less a field touched on sensitive political issues, the more its practitioners
had opportunities to communicate with Western colleagues. In areas of great
practical value, such as business management and international law, lecturers
were allowed to use parts of Western textbooks for teaching purposes. In jour-
9After the Spring 1989 Movement, Hu Qiaomu regretted having permitted the restoration of

sociology, for, said Hu, this discipline had propagated tremendous “bourgeois ideas” on campuses

and sociology students had been particularly active in demonstrations (Informant no. 1). (For a
discussion of the informants used in this study, see the Appendix.)
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nals, the number of officially assigned articles declaring support for the current
party line declined, as more and more publications were willing to adjust to
internationally recognized analytic concepts and research techniques. On the
basis of the “Rules for Awarding Academic Degrees” and “Criteria for Assigning
Academic Ranks” established in the early 1980s, attaining degrees in school and
promotion in academia were determined less by candidates’ party cards and
political attitudes and more by their professional publications, ability to use
foreign languages, recognition by colleagues, and international renown.

Such progress, however, was contingent on relaxation of party supervision of
the cultural and social sciences, not on independence from party hands. The
party-state leadership continued to view most branches of social and cultural
science as political, in the sense that their problematics directly or indirectly
referred to the theory and practice of the existing order. Even fields related to
the “four modernizations” effort, such as economics, business management, and
decision science, were not free from party interference, because they were
linked to the sensitive problems of property rights and the decision-making
process in the party-state hierarchy.

From the institutional point of view, most critical CIs studied here were
employed by organizations under jurisdiction of the Party Central Propaganda
Department (PCPD), which supervised the Chinese Academy of Social Sci-
ences (CASS) and provincial social science institutes; the Ministries of Educa-
tion, of Culture, and of Radio, Film, and Television, with all the organizational
bodies under them; news agencies and newspapers; the State Bureau of Re-
ligious Affairs; the Communist Youth League (CYL); the All-China Students’
Federation, and other organizations.1? The PCPD had a say in the appointment
of leading officials, the making of middle- and long-term development projects,
and the handling of serious dissident activities in these institutions. To illustrate
the impact of its supervision on the professionalization of activity in these
institutions, I cite the case of the Ministry of Education.1!

In the summer of 1984, a group of establishment intellectuals proposed to
Premier Zhao Ziyang that the State Council take the Ministry of Education’s
business under its direct control. They argued that the modernization program
depended on modernizing science and technology in China, and that moderniz-
ing science and technology was in turn dependent on modernization of the
educational system. Education, they argued, should be treated not as part of the

10Qriginally, the PCPD also supervised the Chinese Academy of Sciences (CAS), the State Science
and Technology Commission, the Ministry of Public Health, the State Physical Culture and
Sports Commission, the All-China Federation of Trade Unions, and the All-China Women’s
Federation. During the Dengist era, supervision was limited to ideological affairs in these
institutions.

11 The following is based on Informants nos. 2 and 25.
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“political and ideological front” but as an essential part of the productive forces
and the economy, meaning that it be politically neutral.

Before 1984, however, the educational system under supervision of the
PCPD had kept narrow-minded officials like He Dongchang in leading posts
and imposed outdated ideological schemes on educational programs, textbooks,
and entrance examinations. It erected excessively elaborate procedures for
programs to permit Chinese students to study abroad; emphasized students’
political reliability in job assignments and directed the activities of the CCP and
CYL cells in schools; and controlled publications and communications within
the entire educational system. Through these means, the establishment intel-
lectuals argued, the PCPD had created great obstacles to modernizing teaching
and research programs and the useful adoption of Western practices in Chinese
schools; to training “open-minded, creative, and competent personnel”; and to
introducing university professors and students to the “frontiers of socialist eco-
nomic and political reforms.” In fact, what was taught in classrooms conflicted
with the course of reform in China, so that the educational system was largely
“counter to economic reform.”

To Premier Zhao, these arguments appeared both true and attractive, but he
failed to take control of the Ministry of Education. Instead, he told the estab-
lishment intellectuals that because the PCPD had been in charge of educational
affairs since the founding of the PRC, it was hard to make changes regardless of
his preference. This incident illustrates that to the party bureaucracy, for the
most part, educational affairs, not to mention social research and communica-
tions, were political.

Amos Perlmutter (1981: 13) remarks that an essential feature of the Leninist
system is institutionalization of “parallel structures”: “each state and societal
structure and geographical unit is directly controlled by a functionally equiv-
alent unit in the party.” In China, in addition to parallel structures, the party’s
“penetration, domination, and control of society and of the state” (ibid.) was
further ensured by functionally diffuse party organizations, such as the PCPD
and the Organization Department, whose duty was to oversee a wide range of
state and societal institutions that had loose relationships to each other.

A cohort of critical CIs analogous to, but more sophisticated than, the radical
MIs were the former Red Guards and “sent-down youth.” Able to enter under-
graduate and graduate programs during the late 1970s and early 1980s and then
provided positions in teaching, research, and publishing, this generation of CIs
combined colorful social and political experience with educational and cultural
capital. They had been politically active and skillful, and among the well edu-

cated they were the most pluralist and creative. In particular, they were capable
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of grasping undercurrents in Chinese society and translating them into provoca-
tive topics in political discourse.12

The critical Cls, compared with the radical MIs, are better represented in
this study. Many widely known individuals will appear throughout the political
drama to be examined here.

3. Politically active technical intellectuals

This category includes intellectuals and professionals in natural science, applied
sciences, and engineering and university students in those fields. The Deng
regime, owing to the need for technological and economic development, had a
policy of favoring TIs over Cls. During the Anti—Spiritual Pollution Campaign
of 1983-84, while CIs suffered from “criticism and self-criticism” imposed by
the party-state for allegedly having spread antisocialist ideas, TIs were com-
forted by the statement of Politburo member Fang Yi that “with the approval of
the State Council [the Central Government], the State Science and Technology
Commission announces that the combat against spiritual pollution will not be
carried on in the fields of natural sciences and technology. . . . The purpose of
this policy is to further develop a social atmosphere in which knowledge is
respected, and to encourage the scientific-technological personnel to be free
from fear and engage in research and innovation” (People’s Daily January 6,
1984). Early in 1987, when the official campaign against the so-called leading
bourgeois liberals Fang Lizhi, Liu Binyan, and Wang Ruowang was at its peak,
top party-state leaders invited nineteen scientists and engineers, named as
“model intellectuals,” for discussion and formal dinner at the CCP’s headquar-
ters, hoping to convince their colleagues that the regime would not turn its back
on them (People’s Daily January 13, 1987).

More important, the Deng regime’s policy of distinguishing between intellec-
tuals was demonstrated by its practice of favoring TIs in bureaucratic recruit-
ment (see Lee 1991 for detail), a tendency parallel to post-Stalin development
in the Soviet bloc (cf. Ludz 1972: 10-11). As shown in Table 1 in post-Mao
China, of 2,185 senior civilian and military officials, 1,340 had post—high school
education: the education of 44.6 percent of these officials was technical, 22.8
percent in the humanities. If engineers trained in military academies (mixed in
column IV) and personnel trained in business management programs (mixed in
column VI) are taken into account, technocrats clearly predominated in senior
officialdom of post-Mao China.

12For a characterization of this generation, see Li Zehou and Vera Schwarcz (1983-84) and Zhang
Yongjie and Cheng Yuanzhong (1988: 94-110).
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Table 1. Educational backgrounds of PRC senior officials (1977-88)

112: With
Ie: Total  post-high III: With  IVe: With  V4: With  VIe: With
senior school technical  special humanities economics
officials education education training education education
Number 2,185 1,340 597 312 306 125
% of 1 100.0 61.0 27.3 14.3 14.0 5.7
% of 11 N/A 100.0 44.6 23.3 22.8 9.3

aFor detailed discussion of ranks included here, see Editorial Board of Who’s Who in
China (1989: XI-XIII).

bThe biographical dictionary omits educational backgrounds of the remaining 845 indi-
viduals. In this dictionary, only those who had reached the level of post—high school
education are indicated for educational backgrounds.

¢Includes those who attended military academies, higher party schools, and higher
cadres schools (in China or the Soviet bloc) and schools with unidentified specialties. In
this group, educational quality varies widely.

4Includes those in the humanities, legal studies, and the social sciences.

¢Includes those in economics and business management.

Source: Editorial Board of Who’s Who in China (1989). This dictionary is the most
comprehensive of its kind published so far in the PRC by an authoritative body. Its range
extends beyond the data Hong Yung Lee used (1991: 256).

Although China under Deng witnessed a tendency toward technocracy, TIs
did not see themselves as a category that was socially or politically different from
other intellectuals,!3 because, under the Chinese Communist system, those in
the government “were not allowed to represent any particular social group or
class [but acted] as agents of the state” (Lee 1991: 395). As soon as professionals
with a technical education became full-time officials, their political and material
interests were determined by their administrative position. They no longer
shared work or living conditions with TIs but instead identified with party-state
functionaries. Hence, no institutional mechanism linked changes in the status of
the very few ex-TIs selected to become administrators to changes in the lives of
ordinary TIs. Therefore, ordinary TIs identified their interests with those of CIs
rather than with those of party technocrats.

For instance, in November 1987, the State Science and Technology Commis-
sion conducted a survey (the sample size was 34,000) among 10.03 million
technical professionals. Only 16 percent of the respondents said their admin-
istrators listened to them on professional matters with respect. In contrast, 25
percent said their administrators suppressed different opinions and mistreated

13George Konrad and Ivan Szelenyi (1979: 207-19) once predicted a division, because of tech-
nocratic development, between TIs and other intellectuals in state-socialism.
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those who voiced criticism. In addition, 50.3 percent believed their administra-
tors appointed people not on the basis of merit but of conformity with the
bosses. When asked whether their specialty had been used in the present
assignment, 14.6 percent said yes, 30 percent said partially, 10 percent said most
of their skills had been wasted; 31 percent said they had tried unsuccessfully to
change jobs. Commenting on the existing personnel system and the residence
register system — both central to the state’s sociopolitical control mechanism —
most respondents expressed dissatisfaction; 37.4 percent even said the resi-
dence register system should be abolished (People’s Daily May 25, 1988).

According to another survey (with a sample size of 40,000) released in August
1988, among the country’s 5.21 million middle-aged (36-55) technical person-
nel, 61.6 percent had health problems caused by overwork, malnutrition, or
depression. The average income of middle-aged professionals was only 95 per-
cent of that of blue-collar workers in the same age group. The survey concluded
that middle-aged professionals with such a low income suffered greatly both
physically and psychologically. The successive premature deaths in the
mid-1980s of some of the best Chinese scientists and engineers were merely a
small indication of the terrible situation middle-aged professionals faced (Sci-
ence and Technology Daily August 22, 1988). A comparison of the lives of TIs
and CIs shows no great difference.

In post-Mao China, as in the Soviet Union, because the Communist regime
claimed socialism was scientific and defined scientific and technological ad-
vancement as a national priority, science and technology became something
ideological. Anything put forward under the banner of science appeared to
possess universal truth in the eyes of the leaders as well as the general public.
Science and technology became safe careers. A small number of intellectuals
here labeled politically active TIs deliberately used their identity as scientists to
play political roles (Buckley 1991; Williams 1990).14 In the name of science they
raised key social and political issues too sensitive to touch otherwise. A few
journals and newspapers with titles linked to science or technology, such as,
Science and Technology Daily and Reports on the Dialectics of Nature, printed
articles that most political and social-scientific publications did not dare to print.

14In post-Mao China, the following individuals symbolize intellectuals of this type: Fang Lizhi
(astrophysicist, former vice-president of the Chinese University of Science and Technology);
Wen Yuankai (chemist, former vice-chairman of Anhui Provincial Commission on Education);
Xu Liangying (expert on history of sciences, former editor in chief of Science Gazette); Chen
Ziming (graduate student in biology at the CAS when he was involved in protest movements in
the early 1980s); Wang Juntao (physics student at Beijing University and then researcher at the
Beijing Institute of Nuclear Energy while a democracy activist in the early 1980s); Jin Guantao
(research fellow at the Institute of Science-Technology Policy and Management Science of the
CAS); and Wan Runnan (researcher at the Institute of Computer Science of the CAS when he
erected the “Stone Institute for Research on Social Development” under the Stone Company).
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Because critical opinions were couched in, or justified by, scientific reasoning,
the articles carried significant weight.

The strategy of using one’s scientific status to play the role of political dissi-
dent has also been observed in the Soviet Union, the best-known examples
being Zhores Medvedev and Andrei Sakharov (Rothberg 1972: Parts I and IV).
The most famous scientist-turned-dissident in the PRC, Fang Lizhi, has been
named “China’s Sakharov,” well symbolizing parallel developments in these two
countries.

4. Independent-minded official intellectuals

These were both officials or ex-officials and intellectuals. They were party
members and persons of authority: heads of cultural and social research in-
stitutes; senior editors or reporters for official newspapers and radio and televi-
sion stations; heads or senior staff members of publishing houses and journals;
responsible individuals in educational institutions; senior research fellows in
party organizations; instructors in party schools and cadres schools (both served
as training centers for officials); and consultants in think tanks.

Although many Ols studied here were party ideologists during their career,
party ideologists, unlike these OlIs, had no independent points of reference for
theoretical and practical activity and displayed unconditional conformity to the
current party line. In contrast, the independent-minded OIs retained their own
normative standards and professional ethics and were orientated to the people’s
interests rather than the party’s. Deposed from influential positions because of
that orientation, they were led further in the direction of independence and
opposition.

These Ols were professionals well trained in certain fields. They were recog-
nized by colleagues for achievements in academia and some were even leading
authorities in their fields. They were regarded by ordinary intellectuals as pro-
fessional leaders, rather than political ones like the party ideologists. Their
respectable intellectual backgrounds were an important factor in appointments
as heads of communicative, cultural, and academic institutions and advisors to
decision-making bodies, and occupation of these positions strengthened their
authority in intellectual circles. These OIs were highly influential and visible
throughout the Dengist era, and for this reason are highlighted in this study
t0o.15

151t is easy to name individuals typical of this group: Hu Jiwei (former director and editor in chief
of the People’s Daily and former chairman of Beijing Journalists Association); Wang Ruoshui
(former deputy editor in chief of the People’s Daily); Su Shaozhi (former director of the Institute
of Marxism, Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, CASS); Li Honglin (former deputy director of



The counterelite and its institutional basis 53

Institutional resources of the radical marginal intellectuals

The regime under Mao is known for control of public information and com-
munications, with a sternness and sophistication unparalleled even among com-
munist systems.16 How the post-Mao counterelite competed with the ruling
elite in the public sphere and what the counterelite used as a basis for authority
against the ruling elite’s political powerl7 are important issues. With each of the
categories of the counterelite discussed here, different institutional and mate-
rial resources were available. The group most easily explained, the radical Mls,
provides a starting point.18

The combination of relatively low status in the intellectual strata and a direct
manner of political expression excluded most radical MIs from established
political platforms. They had to pick from whatever means were available, and
some ventured to create their own institutional bases.

Until April 1980, when the party decided to rescind Article 45 of the Con-
stitution granting citizens the rights to public debate and the use of wall posters,
both basic techniques for mass mobilization endorsed by Mao, the MIs relied
heavily on these primitive means of expression. A wall poster of five pages (each
about 80 by 100 centimeters) cost about one Chinese yuan, or three-quarters of
a young worker’s daily wage, a significant financial burden for the average
Chinese. During 1966—69, the peak of the Cultural Revolution, the materials
for creating wall posters were available from official institutions, but afterward,
to address issues of one’s particular concern, materials had to be purchased on
one’s own.

the Theory Bureau of the PCPD and former president of Fujian Provincial Academy of Social
Sciences); Ruan Ming (former deputy division director at the Central Party School); Guo Luoji
(former professor at Beijing University and chief of staff to the university president); Sun
Changjiang (former professor at the Central Party School and deputy editor in chief of the
Science and Technology Daily); Qin Benli (former party secretary of the Institute of World
Economy of the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences and editor in chief of the World Economic
Herald); Yu Haocheng (former director of the Masses Publishing House and editor in chief of
the Legal Consulting); Yan Jiaqi (former director of the Institute of Political Science, CASS); Xue
Dezhen (deputy editor in chief of the People’s Publishing House); Ma Peiwen (director of the
Theory Department of the Guangming Daily); Yu Guangyuan (former vice-president of the
CASS); Ge Yang (former editor in chief of the New Observer); Dai Qing (senior reporter and
columnist for the Guangming Daily); Zhang Zhonghou (senior editor of the China Legal System
Press); Wu Jiaxiang (former research fellow in the General Office of the CCP Central Commit-
tee); and Yuan Zhiming (lecturer at the Cadres School of the CYLs Central Committee).

16Both traditional Chinese political culture and statecraft contributed to the quality of the control
(see Urban 1986: 316—47 and Harding 1987: 24-29).

17See Robert Nisbet (1966: 108-12) for elaboration of the difference between power and
authority.

18The following is based on interviews with Informants nos. 3 and 4 and Hu Ping (Boston, spring
1987). See also Xu Xing (Widor 1981-84: Vol. 1, pp. 31, 33-45); Chen Ruoxi (China Times
[Taipei] April 26 and 27, 1981); and Rong Xing (Contending [Hong Kong] No. 5, pp. 28-32,
1979).
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By late 1980, when the Communist regime prohibited unofficial publications,
China had had a variety of unofficial magazines similar to the Russian samizdat,
founded mainly by the MIs. Except for one issue of Beijing Spring, which was
printed by the Beijing Foreign Languages Press’s printing factory, all unofficial
magazines were printed on stencil paper, using stencil pens, steel boards, and
manual printers. Equipment of this kind cost about 250 Chinese yuan, plus
variable expenses for paper and ink for each issue. To balance the costs, activists
publishing unofficial magazines necessarily resorted to such means as collecting
money from among their own circles, selling magazines on the street (charging,
for example, 25 cents to Chinese citizens and 1 yuan to foreigners), and borrow-
ing equipment or material from official institutions, mainly ones at which they
were employed, with fabricated “legitimate” reasons.

During 1978-79, publishers of most unofficial magazines appealed to the
police for registration as legal publications. Some publishers from establish-
ment families asked their relatives in high places to help them become legal. A
few Ols also lobbied for them. But by directives from top party-state leaders
such as Deng Xiaoping and Peng Zhen, all such petitions were turned down by
local police (see Party Literature Research Center 1982: 702—4). To make the
rejection appear lawful, the “Publication Regulations” issued in 1952 were
cited, according to which a nongovernment publication must have two legally
registered private firms as guarantors in order to apply for legal status. In the
late 1970s no such private firms existed in the PRC, and thus the petitions were
necessarily rejected.

Dedicated democracy activists also engaged in building small organizations
around their magazines, with the editors as the core and contributors, infor-
mants, and committed readers as supporting members.19 Like unofficial maga-
zines, these embryonic organizations were also outlawed. Although many such
organizations based in the same locality often met to discuss and exchange ideas
and experiences, coordinated actions were rare. Crossregion contacts were even
rarer. But contact and coordination did occur in exceptional circumstances. In
1978 when many editors of “Enlightenment Society” left their base in the city of
Guiyang to go to Beijing, democracy activists in both these localities began to
have contact. When Wei Jingsheng, Lu Lin, and Yang Guang (editors of the
Quest, Beijing), Chen Lu and Ren Wanding (members of “Human Rights
League,” Beijing), and many members of the Guiyang-based “Thaw Society”
and “Enlightenment Society,” and the Shanghai-based “Democracy Associa-
tion,” “Democracy Discussion Society,” and “Human Rights Committee” were
arrested between March and April 1979 in an official campaign, these organiza-

19The party-state leadership was very disturbed by these efforts to create independent organiza-
tions at local and national levels (Deng 1984: 182).
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tions coordinated their efforts to demand the release of those arrested and to
protect others in danger.

Troubled by the relative isolation of unofficial magazines, in January 1980 the
editors of the Spray, the People’s Road, and Life, all based in Guangzhou,
appealed to other unofficial magazines for nationwide unity. Their proposal
received immediate responses from roughly twenty magazines in Shanghai,
Kaifeng, Changsha, Changchun, Ningbo, Wuhan, Anyang, Qingdao, Guiyang,
Wenzhou, and Shaoguan. By the summer, delegates from thirty-three unofficial
magazines met to found the “All-China Folk Magazines Association.” The mag-
azines decided to take turns publishing a new journal named Duty. One issue
was put out in July by the People’s Road. Because of pressure from the party-
state leadership, the association and its members were soon banned by local
police.

For nonconformists under communist rule the most difficult thing was not
the creation of unofficial organizations, which could be done locally in times of
reform or political crisis, but the national coordination among or coalescence of
unofficial organizations. This would raise the political challenge to monopoly
communist parties to a critical level. In the second half of the 1980s, the Soviet
Union experienced an explosion of informal groups, but for several years these
groups, like islands, “existfed] primarily in big cities” (Brovkin 1990: 238).
Intracity contact and national coordination became possible only at the end of
the decade when the Communist party itself was being dismantled.

The Chinese Communist regime’s abolition of rights to public debate and
wall posters and the ban on unofficial magazines and organizations took almost
every means away from the MIs. As will be discussed, after 1980 some of them
sought other opportunities.

Institutional resources of the independent-minded
official intellectuals

The radical MIs and the independent-minded Ol sharply differed in resources:
the former were poor, the latter rich.

First and foremost, the resourcefulness of the Ols can be explained by their
role as heads of work units (danwei). As has been observed, in the Communist
Chinese social structure the unit was a self-sustaining, relatively closed, micro-
social system with substantial political, personnel, financial, and social power.
The head of the unit had considerable discretion over the opportunities of the
members (Kleinman 1986; Walder 1986; Shue 1988). With the decentralization
of administration and economic management induced by the Dengist reforms,

the “grey area” of legal-illegal, right—wrong, and regular—irregular, which was
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largely dependent on the judgment of the unit head, expanded. For the purpose
of this study, the importance of the independent-minded OI as a unit head lies
in that, under his leadership, the unit could be partially converted from an
instrument of the party-state into an agent for the struggle against the ruling
elite. The case of the People’s Publishing House in Beijing can serve as an
illustration.20

The Publishing House came under direct supervision of the PCPD. Its offi-
cial function was publication of works by Marx, Lenin, and Mao, as well as
current top party leaders and of party documents and material important for
political instruction throughout the party networks. The Publishing House ed-
ited two major journals, New China Monthly (Xinhua Yuebao) and New China
Digest (Xinhua Wenzhai). The former was designed to collect major party and
government documents, news reports, and official records released in the past
month; the latter to collect notable or controversial works in the social sciences,
legal studies, science and educational policy studies, the humanities, literary
criticism, investigative reports, short and medium stories, and poetry published
in the country during the past month. Admired as a pocket library for its wide
range of selections and circulation (around 180,000 in the mid-1980s), New
China Digest has had a tremendous impact on intellectual life in all of China.

Because its deputy editor in chief, Xue Dezhen, was an enthusiastic cham-
pion of humanism in the early 1980s, the Publishing House was one of the
leaders in the debate on humanism and alienation in socialism. It edited and
published major nonconformist works, such as Man Is Marxism’s Point of
Departure (1981; 20,000 copies for the first printing), A Philosophical Inquiry
into Theories of Man (1982; 33,000 copies), A Defense of Humanism (by Wang
Ruoshui; 1986; 30,000 copies), and An Anthology of Discussions on Human
Nature and Humanism (1983; 20,000 copies).

Strategically, the publishers made full use of New China Digest. In the politi-
cal climate of the time, it was very difficult to publish prohumanism works in
major Chinese journals. Most editors were aware that senior party officials
detested these themes, and they did not want to offend them. Advocates of such
themes, lacking choices of where to publish, could only look to minor journals in
remote provinces. Most major journals with huge circulations printed articles
criticizing humanism and the concept of alienation.

To counteract this situation, the senior editor of New China Digest, backed by
Xue Dezhen of the Publishing House, gave favorable weight to prohumanism
articles when making selections. Reprinted in New China Digest, these articles
immediately received national attention and became “hot topics” among the

20The following is based on personal observation and Informants nos. 5 and 6.
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better educated. In the provinces, reprinting of an article by a local writer in
New China Digest was interpreted as quasi-political approval, because the
journal was under the People’s Publishing House, the highest-ranked publisher
in the country, with a direct relationship to the “above.” When questioned by
the PCPD about favoring prohumanism writings, the editors of New China
Digest excused themselves by saying, “We didn’t write these articles. Our job is
but to digest what has been printed somewhere else. What is reprinted in our
journal does not necessarily reflect our opinions.” Similar stories could be heard
even at the People’s Daily. With an open-minded and courageous man as head
of a unit, more leeway was possible for employees to use the institution’s title,
money, and facilities for purposes counter to those of the party-state.

Having an independent-minded OI as a unit head also meant that, under his
leadership, the unit attracted opposition-inclined elements and functioned
sometimes as a quasi-voluntary association. As mentioned earlier, in the PRC
the unit had the final say about the allocation of resources key to the urban
resident’s work and daily life. One’s political fortune, promotion, wage, housing,
individual and family health insurance, child care, and opportunities for job
change depended principally on the unit. If one was an intellectual, this list
could include opportunities for studying abroad, on-the-job training, and even
publication. It was a commonplace that a gifted person with an independent
mind could waste himself, year after year, should his boss refuse to give him
what his work needed. He could be subject to his boss’s undisguised mistreat-
ment for years, applying for transfer but unable to leave the unit if the boss
forbade him to go. On the other hand, if a unit head was of a more independent
mind-set, the microclimate of the unit could differ remarkably from the mac-
roclimate of the surrounding society.

When the macropolitical climate was mild, open-minded individuals in the
unit could be pioneers in controversial ventures, but when it was harsh, the unit
head could greatly reduce the pressure on the unit from above and even save
troublemakers from political discrimination and persecution. Drawn by the
microclimate, individuals with the same disposition worked to move into units
headed by open-minded leaders. Gradually, such units became rallying points
for nonconformists, and, as a group, they could exert a power they could not
separately. The function of units as rallying points is particularly important in a
society where there is no right to association. The case of the Institute of
Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Thought is a good example 2!

In the spring of 1979, Hu Qiaomu (Politburo member and president of the
CASS), Deng Liqun (director of the Research Center of the party’s Central

21The following is based on personal observation.
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Secretariat and vice-president of the CASS), and Yu Guangyuan (advisor to the
PCPD and vice-president of the CASS) came to Hu Yaobang (secretary-general
of the Central Secretariat and head of the PCPD) to suggest there should be an
institute within the CASS in charge of research projects on Marxism, Leninism,
Mao’s theory, and socialism. Hu Yaobang approved their suggestion. In June
1979, Yu invited Su Shaozhi, a senior editor of the People’s Daily, to take part in
organizing the institute. Su responded that he would like to join but wanted a
consensus among the organizers. Because Marxism, Leninism, and Mao’s theo-
ry had been exclusively defined as the “party-state’s guiding ideology,” Su
wanted the establishment of the institute to make those theories the object of
social-scientific inquiry. Restoration of the true faces of these -isms would be
emphasized, with an awareness of competing currents in contemporary Marx-
ism and socialism and on revision of Marxist concepts.

Yu agreed with Su on these points, and the institute was formed in August
1979. Originally, Hu Qiaomu was to be its director, but he found he was too busy
to take the job; instead, he let Yu head the institute, and Yu asked Su to be
deputy director in charge of administration. (When Yu retired in 1982, Su took
over the directorship.) Yu, Su, and Wang Huide, another deputy director of the
institute and deputy head of the PCPD, initiated the Chinese Society for Stud-
ies on Works by Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin as a network to support the
institute.

Yu’s and Su’s purpose was to make the institute a stronghold of sixiang jiefang
pai (literally, “the intellectually liberated,” meaning the liberal minded). Thus,
the prerequisite for admission was a strong commitment to intellectual plural-
ism and political tolerance. Recruiting efforts included: (1) soliciting long-
known intellectuals from university faculties, publishing houses, and party-state
organs in Beijing; (2) asking old friends to recommend professionally outstand-
ing men and women; (3) targeting outspoken scholars at seminars and meetings
organized by the Chinese Society for Studies on Works by Marx, Engels, Lenin,
and Stalin; and (4) searching for graduate students of distinction at universities
in and outside Beijing, when senior members of the institute went out to give
lectures.

Under the conventional PRC personnel system, the composition of a unit was
decided by the party organization department and the state personnel bureau
on the higher level. This system ensured an arrangement that can be called
“principled particularism” (a term borrowed from Walder 1986: 123ff.). For-
mally, the higher level of party-state organs could claim that the unit was in the
hands of “genuine Communists” who always followed the party line. Privately,
the leaders of the higher party-state organs could make sure that they had their
personal loyalists in the unit. Such “genuine Communists” or loyalists would
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keep their patrons informed of what was going on within the unit and, in times
of official campaigns, act as “hatchet men.”22

The implication of the recruitment procedure adopted by the Institute of
Marxism is that this type of “genuine Communist” or loyalist was precluded
from entering and thereby the higher level of party-state apparatus lost infor-
mants and potential “hatchet men” within the unit. Under these circumstances,
the unit could keep much of its operation from being checked by those above
and enjoy more freedom of action. Many of the professional associations and
official and semiofficial institutions that formed during the 1980s had a recruit-
ment policy similar to that of the Institute of Marxism. This explains why these
organizations had a semivoluntary nature and could be manipulated for acts
contradictory to the ruling elite’s will.

Through such channels, the Institute of Marxism recruited a company of
intellectuals who contributed notably to the post-Mao political and intellectual
development.23

In addition, the leadership of the institute designed a special graduate pro-
gram to enlist fresh forces. During the late 1970s, a lot of young people — former
Red Guards and “sent-down youths” — made themselves stand out in the move-
ment to “emancipate the mind.” As mentioned, the majority of these young
people were MlIs, without formal higher education or backgrounds in social
science, even without jobs. To offer opportunities to these young people, the
admissions policy of the institute’s graduate program, unlike most others, did
not require an applicant to have a bachelor’s degree and an official institution’s
recommendation. On the other hand, it did require applicants to take an oral
examination in addition to the standard written one. Its intent was that while the
standard examination might measure an applicant’s knowledge of certain fields
and of official doctrine, the specially designed oral examination could test
whether he was independent-minded and committed to political and social
reforms. Helped by its admissions policy, the institute took in and then sent out
a number of outstanding students.24

22Chinese call them da xigobaogaode (makers of small reports) and zhengren zhuanjia (experts of
persecution).

23These intellectuals, in addition to Yu and Su themselves, include Liao Gailong (known for his
design of a reform program for the Chinese political system — see a major speech by him in Burns
and Rosen 1986: 87-101), Feng Lanrui (coauthor of the theory of primitive stages of socialism),
Zhang Xianyang (activist of the “Forum on the Principles for the Party’s Theoretical Work” in
1979, expelled from the party in 1987 and condemned after June 1989), Peng Kehong (enthusi-
astic supporter of the Spring 1989 Democracy Movement when he was made executive deputy
director of the institute, arrested after June 1989), Lin Chun and Li Yinhe (known for work on
socialist democracy and legality), and Li Shengping (activist in the Democracy Movements of
1978-79 and of spring 1989, arrested after June 1989).

24These included Cao Siyuan (chief drafter of the PRC’s first Bankruptey Law, director of the
Stone Institute for Research on Social Development, arrested after June 1989); Zhou Duo
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To be sure, the institute could not get everyone it wanted. For instance, in the
spring of 1984, it opened the door to Wang Ruoshui, recently deposed as deputy
editor in chief of the People’s Daily. Wang deeply wanted to work in the in-
stitute, but the party’s Central Secretariat and the PCPD closed the door,
explaining that the authorities did not want all the criticized intellectuals to
band together.

Because its membership included a high concentration of nonconformists,
the institute became a target in major political storms of the Dengist era. In
1983, Deng Liqun described it as the “anti-Marxism base camp.” During the
1983-84 Anti—Spiritual Pollution Campaign and the 1987 Anti-Bourgeois Lib-
eralization Campaign, the party’s Central Secretariat and the PCPD planned to
disband the institute. It survived these major crises,25 but with many changes in
personnel and research projects. After spring 1989, the central authorities once
again proposed to disband the institute.

The resourcefulness of the independent-minded Ol can be explained also by
their special relationship to party-state leaders. This relationship was not simply
a working relationship, but one that was highly personalized. In this study, the
special relationship will be shown to have two main uses. First, the relationship
could be used by the OI to protect his own or his comrade’s position in times of
crisis.26 For instance, Sun Changjiang was one of the five persecuted by the

(project director of the Stone Company, a key figure in the Spring 1989 Movement, arrested
after June 1989); Lu Jiamin (former editor of the unofficial Beijing Spring, associate professor at
the Cadres School of the Federation of Trade Unions, a key figure in the Spring 1989 Movement,
arrested after June 1989); Wang Yizhou (associate professor of the Institute of Marxism, a
spokesman for political reforms, persecuted after June 1989); and Cao Wugi (section director of
the Stone Company, activist of the Spring 1989 Movement, in exile after June 1989).

25As touched on before, the institute was saved once by Bo Yibo, whose directive was: “The
institute has problems. But the current party rectification campaign is designed to resolve
ideological rather than organizational problems. Ideological problems in the institute must be
answered. The organizational issue of its existence shall not be decided f