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Advance comments on The East Is Still Red 
Cheng Enfu (Chief Professor of the University of the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, President of the World Association for
Political Economy): The inspiring idea that “the left must resolutely
oppose the new Cold War against China led by the United States”
proposed by this book, should become the international strategic
principle of the left around the world.
Margaret Kimberley (Executive Editor, Black Agenda Report):
As the new cold war accelerates, it is vital to have thorough analysis
regarding China. Carlos Martinez is an important thought leader at this
critical juncture.

Professor Roland Boer (Renmin University of China):
The book will soon become an indispensable resource for anyone who wants
to know the facts concerning China.

Danny Haiphong (Host of The Left Lens)
This book is essential reading for understanding China today and why it’s
so important to oppose the US-led New Cold War against it.

Ben Norton (Founder and editor-in-chief of Geopolitical Economy
Report): Carlos Martinez has done an invaluable service in helping
us understand the new phase in China’s project to build socialism.
Qiao Collective (A diaspora Chinese media collective challenging US
aggression on China): Carlos Martinez’s body of work on the history
and continued reinvention of Chinese socialism had a formative
influence on many of us in the diaspora who came together as Qiao
Collective in 2020. Carlos has always treated this veritable
revolutionary epic with the respect and attention to detail it
deserves.
Professor Ken Hammond (New Mexico State University):
This is a most welcome contribution to the discourse about China on the
Left, and for a broader audience of the politically engaged.

Elias Jabbour (Associate professor of theory and policy of economic
planning at Rio de Janeiro State University’s School of Economics):



In this book, the reader will have access to a wide source of
information and living theory necessary to understand China and its
unique socialism.
Daniel Kovalik (Educator and author):
This book represents a message of hope – that socialism has a future, and
China is leading in its own, unique way.
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Introduction
The East is still Red

MODERN CHINA IS THE SUBJECT OF A GREAT DEAL OF
IGNORANCE and misunderstanding in the imperialist countries.
People in Britain, the US, Australia, Canada and Western Europe are
subjected to an extraordinary quantity of anti-China propaganda,
particularly in the years since the US launched its New Cold War, of
which China is a primary target.

Not any other ‘ism’

Socialism with Chinese Characteristics is socialism. It is not
any other sort of ‘ism.’ The foundational, scientific principles
of socialism cannot be abandoned; only if they are abandoned
would our system no longer be socialist. From first to the last
our Party has emphasised that Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics adheres to the basic principles of scientific
socialism and is imbued with characteristically Chinese
features bestowed by the conditions of the times. (Xi Jinping)1

The Chinese leadership has always been clear that its political and
economic system is socialism, albeit what the post-Mao leadership
defined as the primary stage of socialism, during which the emphasis
is on the development of the productive forces in order to create the
material conditions for a more advanced stage. Deng Xiaoping
described this theory in conversation with Robert Mugabe in 1985: A
Communist society is one in which there is no exploitation of man
by man, there is great material abundance and the principle of from
each according to his ability, to each according to his needs is
applied. It is impossible to apply that principle without
overwhelming material wealth. In order to realise communism, we
have to accomplish the tasks set in the socialist stage. They are
legion, but the fundamental one is to develop the productive forces
so as to demonstrate the superiority of socialism over capitalism and
provide the material basis for communism.2

The Australian Marxist academic Roland Boer talks of “the



dialectical relation between ownership and the liberation of the
productive forces.” In the Western context, one typically finds a
“one-sided definition of socialism as the [common] ownership of the
means of production”, reflecting the reality that the productive
forces in the major capitalist countries are already advanced.
However, “proletarian revolutions have been successful
overwhelmingly in places that had undeveloped productive forces,
so one finds that there is greater attention to liberating productive
forces.”3 This helps to explain why China puts such an enormous
emphasis on prosaic matters like productive forces – things that are
easy to take for granted when you live in an advanced capitalist
country that has accumulated wealth over hundreds of years –
assisted to a considerable degree by colonisation, slavery and
plunder.

We must be extremely clear that our nation’s basic economic
system is an important pillar of the Chinese socialist system
and the basis of the socialist market economy, and therefore
the dominant role of public ownership and the leading role of
the state sector must not change.4

The Chinese state maintains tight control over the ‘commanding
heights’ of the economy: heavy industry, energy, transport,
communications, and foreign trade. China’s financial system is
dominated by the big four majority state-owned banks, which are
primarily accountable to the government rather than to private
shareholders. This level of intervention and regulation – a far cry
from the free market fundamentalism and ‘small government’
neoliberalism that prevails in the West – means that capital isn’t able
to seize control of the overall economic course, and that the economy
is directed in order to benefit the people as a whole.

Rather than root-and-branch privatisation, the Chinese
government has sought to make the numerous state-owned
enterprises that remain as efficient and competitive as
possible. As a result, the top 150 state-owned firms, far from
being lame ducks, have instead become enormously



profitable, their aggregate profits reaching $150 billion in
2007… Unlike in Japan or Korea, where privately owned firms
overwhelmingly predominate, most of China’s best-
performing companies are to be found in the state sector.5

Of the world’s five largest companies, three are Chinese state-owned
enterprises (SOEs).6 SOEs are compelled to align their operations
with overall government strategy. For example, China’s national
plans include extending railway, road and energy infrastructure
throughout the country, including relatively sparsely populated
rural areas in the western and central regions. Private firms that
allocate resources exclusively on the basis of generating a profit
would run a mile from these projects, but state companies are
organised on different principles. This helps to explain the fact that
China is able to carry out enormous people-centred projects – for
example developing renewable energy plants and building
temporary hospitals to treat Covid patients – at record-breaking
speed.

Opening up has stimulated scienti�c and technological
advance
China’s opening up to foreign investment and its integration into
global markets is often presented as prima facie evidence of its
having become a capitalist country. British academic Jenny Clegg
points out that China’s joining of the World Trade Organisation in
2001 was seen by many as “the outcome of a gradual process of
capitalist restoration – a final step in sweeping away the last obstacle
in the way of China’s transition from socialism.”7

Foreign investment was regulated to make it compatible with
state development planning. Technology transfer and other
performance requirements ― conditions attached to foreign
investment to make sure that the host country gets some
benefit from foreign investment, such as the use of locally
produced inputs, or the hiring of local managers ― were
common and are still an issue of contention with the United



States today.8

This is another example of the complex dynamic between planning
and markets in China. The existence of a strong, people-oriented
state has allowed China to attract foreign capital in such a way as to
bolster, rather than supplant, a comprehensive national development
programme. Martin Jacques writes, for example: In order to gain
access to the vast and rapidly growing China market, Boeing was
required to assist the main Chinese aircraft manufacturer in Xi’an to
successively establish a capacity to produce spare parts and then
manufacture whole sections of aircraft, and finally to assist in the
development of a capacity to produce complete aircraft within
China. In order to gain the right to invest in car production in China,
Ford Motor Company was required to first invest for several years in
upgrading the technical capacity of the Chinese automobile spare
parts industry through a sequence of joint ventures.9

China is now one of the world’s leading innovators in science and
technology; it’s a global leader in numerous key areas including
renewable energy, space exploration, digital networking, quantum
computing, nanotechnology and advanced manufacturing. It has
displaced the US as the world leader in both scientific research
publication10 and patent grants.11

A workers’ state
The class nature of the state is one of the core themes of Marxism.
Marx and Engels were the first to conclusively demonstrate that the
state is not an impartial body sitting above society and operating for
the common good; rather, its responsibility is to represent the
interests of a given social class and the system of production
relations associated with it. In the case of capitalism, “the executive
of the modern state is nothing but a committee for managing the
common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie”.12

The working class is China’s leading class; it represents
China’s advanced productive forces and relations of
production; it is our Party’s most steadfast and reliable class
foundation; and it is the main force for realising a moderately



prosperous society in all respects, and upholding and building
socialism with Chinese characteristics… To uphold and build
Chinese socialism in the future, we must rely wholeheartedly
on the working class, enhance its position as China’s leading
class, and give full play to its role as our main force. Relying
fully on the working class is not just a slogan or label.13

Chinese Marxists posit that the fundamental defining characteristic
of socialist society is not the relative proportions of public and
private ownership, but the consolidation of political power in the
working class and its allies. A socialist state can clearly incorporate
market mechanisms, as long as these operate under the guidance of
the state and introduce some benefit for working people; so long as
capital is not allowed to become politically dominant. As Deng
insisted: “If markets serve socialism they are socialist; if they serve
capitalism they are capitalist.”14 Or as Sitaram Yechury, General
Secretary of the Communist Party of India (Marxist), puts it: In the
final analysis, it boils down to the question of who controls the state
or whose class rule it is. Under bourgeois class rule, it is the profit
indicators that are the driving force. Under working-class rule, it is
the society’s responsibilities that are the priorities.15

A government’s priorities can provide a useful indicator as to its
ideology and the social forces it represents. The top priorities of the
Chinese government in the present era are very much consistent
with the demands of the Chinese people, in particular: protecting
China’s unity and territorial integrity; improving living standards;
clamping down on corruption; protecting the environment;
eradicating poverty; maintaining peace and stability; protecting
people’s health and wellbeing; and re-establishing China’s national
prestige, all but wiped out in the ‘century of humiliation’ preceding
the establishment of the PRC in 1949. The average citizen of the US
or Britain would surely be pleased if their government embraced a
set of priorities focussed on the interests of the masses; unfortunately
the close correlation between wealth and power in capitalist society
means that the interests of the masses are never the top priority.
Hence Deng Xiaoping’s 1987 comment that “only the socialist



system can eradicate poverty.”16

China’s economic planners have the power to make decisions
that cost a lot of money, but will benefit the people — and the
world — over the long run. They’re not driven by profits and
each quarter’s bottom line. In countries where the super-rich
run and control everything, you get a well-financed campaign
of lies by the polluting corporations to turn public opinion
against science and the environmental movement. But not in
China.17

Another useful indicator of the class nature of the Chinese state is
the government’s vigilance in tackling corruption. Breaking laws
and exerting political pressure in the name of expansion of capital is
par for the course in capitalist countries, and precious little is done to
combat it – including in Britain, where what Seumas Milne terms the
“revolving-door colonisation of public life” has become pervasive.18

Meanwhile in China, resolute action has been taken over the last
decade in particular to wipe out the corruption that proliferated as a
byproduct of market reforms. Soon after his election as CPC General
Secretary in 2012, Xi Jinping asserted: In the new circumstances our
Party faces many severe challenges as well as many pressing issues
within the Party that need to be addressed, particularly corruption,
being divorced from the people, and being satisfied merely with
going through formalities and bureaucracy on the part of some Party
officials.19

In his work report to the 20th National Congress of the CPC in 2022,
Xi was able to truthfully report that “we have waged a battle against
corruption on a scale unprecedented in our history”, successfully
dealing with literally hundreds of thousands of cases at all levels of
society. The government chose to “offend a few thousand rather than
fail 1.4 billion”, and as a result significantly deepened the people’s
confidence in and support for the government.20

Commitment to Marxism
Only socialism can save China, and only Chinese socialism



can lead our country to development – a fact that has been
fully proved through the long-term practice of the Party and
the state. (Xi Jinping)21

Through more than four decades of reform and opening up, the CPC
has retained its commitment to Marxism. Deng Xiaoping was clear
from the very beginning of the reform process that China must keep
to the socialist road.

Some people are now openly saying that socialism is inferior
to capitalism. We must demolish this contention… Deviate
from socialism and China will inevitably revert to semi-
feudalism and semi-colonialism. The overwhelming majority
of the Chinese people will never allow such a reverse…
Although it is a fact that socialist China lags behind the
developed capitalist countries in its economy, technology and
culture, this is not due to the socialist system but basically to
China’s historical development before liberation; it is the
result of imperialism and feudalism. The socialist revolution
has greatly narrowed the gap in economic development
between China and the advanced capitalist countries.22

In no country in the world is Marxism studied as widely as it is in
China. Xi Jinping has a doctorate in Marxist theory. Marxism is part
of the core curriculum at every level of the education system. The
close to a hundred million members of the party are required to
engage in Marxist study. Marx is considered the “teacher of
revolution for the proletariat and working people all over the world”
and “the greatest thinker of modern times”.23 Peter Nolan observes
that “Marx’s ideas remain centrally important for the Chinese
Communist Party.”24

Marxism is highly relevant to everyday life in the world’s
most populous country, a mandatory curricular course taught
at every level of the education system from kindergarten to
graduate school. Tens of millions of devoted ‘political
teachers’ in the schools, unknown millions of ‘ideological



workers’ at every level of the society, and the ubiquitous
‘political commissars’ in the People’s Liberation Army — they
all collectively serve as the official clergy of Marxism.25

Some consider that the CPC merely pays lip-service to Marxism in
order to disguise its capitulation to capitalism, but it’s quite a stretch
of the imagination to believe that such a conspiracy “has been going
for over 40 years and includes the CPC leadership, tens of thousands
of scholars, tens of millions of CPC members, and hundreds of
millions of Chinese citizens.”26 Furthermore it’s difficult to
understand why the Chinese leadership would go to such lengths to
pretend to be Marxists.

Feudal society replaced slave society, capitalism supplanted
feudalism, and, after a long time, socialism will necessarily
supersede capitalism. This is an irreversible general trend of
historical development, but the road has many twists and
turns. Over the several centuries that it took for capitalism to
replace feudalism, how many times were monarchies restored!
So, in a sense, temporary restorations are usual and can hardly
be avoided. Some countries have suffered major setbacks, and
socialism appears to have been weakened. But the people
have been tempered by the setbacks and have drawn lessons
from them, and that will make socialism develop in a healthier
direction. So don’t panic, don’t think that Marxism has
disappeared, that it’s not useful any more and that it has been
defeated. Nothing of the sort!27

Indeed, Marxism has not disappeared and has not been defeated,
and the socialist countries are at the cutting edge of preventing its
disappearance and defeat. As such, it’s essential to understand and
support all the socialist countries, and all those states – such as
Venezuela – that are exploring new paths towards socialism. China
has a particular significance, since “its size and level of development
give it an objectively critical role in the global transition to
socialism.”28



If you want to talk about socialism, you must not forget what
socialism has done in China. Once it was a country of hunger,
poverty, disasters — today there is none of that. Today China
feeds, clothes, cares for, and educates 1.2 billion people… I
think China is a socialist country, and Vietnam is a socialist
country as well. And they insist that they’ve introduced all the
necessary reforms, precisely to stimulate development and to
continue advancing towards the objectives of socialism… In
Cuba, for example, we have many forms of private property.
We have tens of thousands of landowners who own, in some
cases, up to 45 hectares; in Europe they would be considered
latifundistas. Practically all Cubans own their own homes and,
what’s more, we are more than open to foreign investment.
But none of this detracts from Cuba’s socialist character. (Fidel
Castro, 1993)29

That socialists and communists should support and defend Chinese
socialism is in my view axiomatic. China provides a powerful living
example of what can be achieved under a socialist system; by a
Marxist-led government firmly grounded in the masses of the
people. My central objective in writing this book is to present some
of these achievements; to explain the escalating hostility by the
imperialist powers towards China; and to contribute to clearing up
various popular misconceptions. I hope it will have something
useful to offer to those who seek to deepen their knowledge and
understanding of Chinese socialism.
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1
No Great Wall – the continuities of the
Chinese Revolution THE COMMUNIST
PARTY OF CHINA (CPC) was formed
in July 1921. From that time up to the
present day, it has led the Chinese
Revolution – a revolution to eliminate
feudalism, to regain China’s national
sovereignty, to end foreign
domination of China, to build
socialism, to create a better life for
the Chinese people, and to contribute
to a peaceful and prosperous future
for humanity.

Some of these goals have already been achieved; others are
ongoing. Thus the Chinese Revolution is a continuing process, and
its basic political orientation remains the same.

Feudalism was dismantled in CPC-controlled territories from the
early 1930s onwards, and throughout the country in the period
immediately following the establishment of the People’s Republic in
1949. Similarly, warlord rule was ended and a unified China
essentially established in 1949; Hong Kong was returned to Chinese
rule in 1997 and Macao in 1999. Only Taiwan continues to be
governed separately and to serve foreign interests. And yet in a
world system still principally defined by US hegemony, the
imperialist threat remains – and is intensifying with the



development of a US-led hybrid war against China. Therefore the
project of protecting China’s sovereignty and resisting imperialism
continues. Similarly, the path to socialism is constantly evolving.

In the course of trying to build socialism in a vast semi-colonial,
semi-feudal country, mistakes have certainly been made. The
collected works of Marx and Lenin bubble over with profound ideas,
but they contain no templates or formulae. Chinese Marxists have
had to continuously engage in “concrete analysis of concrete
conditions”,1 applying and developing socialist theory, creatively
adapting it to an ever-changing material reality. In their foreword to
Agnes Smedley’s biography of Zhu De, The Great Road, Leo
Huberman and Paul Sweezy wrote that the Chinese communists, “in
the midst of their struggle for survival … have proceeded to evolve a
more flexible and sophisticated theory which enriched Marxism by
reflecting and absorbing the stubborn realities of the Chinese
scene.”2

As Liu Shaoqi, a prominent CPC leader until his denunciation
during the Cultural Revolution, explained: Because of the distinctive
peculiarities in China’s social and historical development and her
backwardness in science, it is a unique and difficult task to apply
Marxism systematically to China and to transform it from its
European form into a Chinese form… Many of these problems have
never been solved or raised by the world’s Marxists, for here in
China the main section of the masses are not workers but peasants,
and the fight is directed against foreign imperialist oppression and
medieval survivals, and not against domestic capitalism.3

This chapter argues that, while the Chinese Revolution has taken
numerous twists and turns, and while the CPC leadership has
adopted different strategies at different times, there is a common
thread running through modern Chinese history: of the CPC
dedicating itself to navigating a path to socialism, development and
independence, improving the lot of the Chinese people, and
contributing to a peaceful and prosperous future for humanity.



Historical background
The CPC was formed in response to a clear need for revolutionary
leadership. The 1911 bourgeois revolution that had finally
overthrown the Qing dynasty and established the Republic of China
had come to a dead end, owing to the manoeuvring of the
imperialist powers and their comprador agents. Most of the country
was run by warlords. The feudal economy remained in place and the
bulk of the population remained permanently on the brink of
starvation, indebted to landlords. The various imperialist powers
maintained their footholds, with Britain, the US, Japan and Germany
competing for control of China’s land and resources.

Young people in particular were searching for a path forward.
“Youth organisations and study circles sprang up in great
profusion”, writes Israel Epstein,4 including the New People’s Study
Society in Hunan, led by a certain Mao Zedong. A turning point
came on 4 May 1919, when the students of Beijing marched on the
government buildings in protest at the Treaty of Versailles, which
legalised the Japanese seizure of Shandong province and rejected
China’s demands for the abolition of foreign spheres of influence
and the withdrawal of foreign troops. The demonstrations caught
the imagination of students, workers and radical intellectuals
throughout the country. “The May 4 Movement was a climactic point
of the Chinese revolution. It took place after, and was one of the
results of, the October Revolution in Russia.”5 Han Suyin described
the May 4 Movement as “a leap of consciousness, a radicalisation,
which would determine the course of history.”6

The CPC, formed two years later, was the first organisation to put
forward the slogan ‘Down with imperialism’, recognising that
China’s weakness and backwardness were inherently bound up with
foreign domination. Some relatively forward-thinking elements of
the emerging capitalist class had hoped that the US or Japan might
help China to establish itself as a modern capitalist power, but the
communists recognised that this reflected a fundamental
misunderstanding of the nature of imperialism. The major capitalist
powers were compelled by the nature of their economic system to



compete for control of China – a country offering an abundance of
land, people, natural resources, and geostrategic advantage. Japan,
the US, Britain, Germany and others wouldn’t hesitate to support
feudal warlords where it suited their interests; nor would they
hesitate to suppress the Chinese people’s desire for independence
and progress. The CPC’s anti-imperialist position quickly won it the
support of a significant section of the population.

Soon after its formation, at its Third Congress in 1923, the CPC
pushed for a united front with the Guomindang (GMD)7, a
revolutionary nationalist party set up by Sun Yat-sen in 1912 (the
veteran politician and doctor Sun was elected as provisional
president of the Republic of China following the overthrow of the
Qing dynasty). The idea of the united front was to construct an anti-
imperialist alliance incorporating workers, peasants, intellectuals
and the patriotic elements of the capitalist class, with a view to
decisively ending feudalism, uniting the country under a single
central government, and driving out the imperialist powers. Denied
recognition or support by the West, the GMD was in the process of
orienting towards the Soviet Union, which had already
demonstrated itself to be a supporter of Chinese sovereignty (the
Bolsheviks had indicated their support for Sun Yat-sen as early as
19128 and, once in power, renounced all privileges in China granted
to the tsarist regime). Recognising that the CPC would be more
effective in mobilising the masses of the working class and
peasantry, the GMD agreed to the CPC’s proposal, and the CPC
leadership took joint membership of both organisations.

This first united front started to fracture after the death in 1925 of
Sun Yat-sen. The GMD’s right wing gained the ascendancy under
the leadership of Chiang Kai-shek (who would later go on to become
the highly authoritarian leader of Taiwan from 1949 until his death
in 1975). Chiang “believed that communism was inhuman and that,
unless defeated, it would mean oppression for the Chinese people
and the destruction of their traditional culture.”9 Fearing that the
communists were gaining too much popular support, Chiang
orchestrated a coup against them, in collaboration with the various
foreign powers that had recognised in Chiang a potential partner in



the pursuit of an ‘acceptable’ political conjuncture in China.
When, in April 1927, Shanghai was liberated from warlord control

as the result of an insurrection of the local working class (led
primarily by CPC forces), Chiang’s forces won control of the city by
means of a massacre of its liberators, killing an estimated 5,000
people. This marked the start of a several-year campaign of mass
killings by Chiang’s forces against communists and progressive
workers. With CPC members formally ejected from the GMD and
the united front dismantled, Chiang Kai-shek set up a new regime in
Nanjing, under which “communism became a crime punishable by
death.”10 The government focused its efforts not on resisting
imperialism or uniting the country but on suppressing communists.
Facing something close to physical annihilation, the membership of
the CPC fell from 58,000 at the start of 1927 to 10,000 by the end of
the year.

These disastrous events led the communists to a strategic
reorientation. It was clear that a united front policy focused on the
major urban centres was no longer a viable option. Meanwhile, “as
every schoolboy knows, 80 per cent of China’s population are
peasants,”11 and, as William Hinton writes in the preface to his
classic account Fanshen, “without understanding the land question
one cannot understand the Revolution in China.”12 The CPC was
moving towards the development of a rural-based revolutionary
movement.

Following a failed uprising in his native Hunan, Mao Zedong fled
with his forces into the Jinggang mountains, in the border region of
Jiangxi and Hunan provinces. This became the birthplace of the
Chinese Red Army and the site of the first liberated territory. The
Jiangxi Soviet expanded over the course of several years to
incorporate parts of seven counties and a population of more than
half a million.

Han Suyin notes that Mao Zedong “was the first in the party who
abandoned the city orientation and devised a major strategy born
from China’s reality.” The working class were a growing force, but
constituted less than one percent of the population. “Mao saw that
setting up rural bases, dedicated to the liberation of the peasantry



from the oppression of landlordism, was the only way in which
revolution would succeed.”13 Not only was the mass of the peasantry
against feudal exploitation, but it could also understand the
connection between foreign domination and domestic poverty. The
period of foreign aggression from 1840 had led to wars and
instability, much of the burden of which fell on the peasantry, which
was expected to provide soldiers and sustenance. Any agricultural
surplus from good harvest years was redirected to the state (or local
warlord), leaving grain reserves empty and thus contributing to vast
famines.

The CPC and Red Army grew in strength and experience during
this time. Chiang Kai-shek’s obsessive focus on eliminating
communism led Mao and his comrades to develop a theory of
guerrilla warfare that would prove decisive in the CPC’s rise to
power. However, China was rendered vulnerable to attack by
Chiang’s pacification programme. Even when the Japanese occupied
Northeast China in September 1931, siphoning ‘Manchukuo’ off as
an ‘independent’ puppet state a year later, Chiang’s clearly stated
policy was: “Internal pacification first, before external resistance”.

Between 1929 and 1934, Chiang’s forces led a series of brutal
encirclement campaigns in an attempt to bury the Jiangxi Soviet.
After suffering a series of defeats at the hands of a highly motivated
and skilled Red Army, the Guomindang mobilised warlord armies
from around the country, organising a force of more than a million
troops. The communists had no choice but to abandon the liberated
territory and break the siege. This process became the Long March:
the extraordinary year-long retreat to the North-West, covering over
9,000 kilometres and ending with the establishment of a
revolutionary base area at Yan’an, Shaanxi. This area would serve as
the centre of the CPC’s operations until shortly before the formation
of the People’s Republic of China in 1949.

In the liberated territories, the communists led the creation of a
new rural political economy that – along with their determined
struggle against Japanese militarism – would earn them the support
of the broad masses of the peasantry. In his classic account Red Star
Over China, Edgar Snow paints a vivid picture of life in the red base



areas: Land was redistributed and taxes were lightened. Collective
enterprise was established on a wide scale… Unemployment,
opium, prostitution, child slavery, and compulsory marriage were
reported to be eliminated, and the living conditions of the workers
and poor peasants in the peaceful areas greatly improved. Mass
education made much progress in the stabilised soviets. In some
counties the Reds attained a higher degree of literacy among the
populace in three or four years than had been achieved anywhere
else in rural China after centuries.14

Opium production was ended and replaced by food agriculture.
Antiquated feudal practices such as foot-binding, infanticide and the
keeping of slave girls were prohibited. Peng Dehuai, one of the top
Red Army leaders and later the Defence Minister of the PRC,
commented on the decisive importance of the CPC’s progressive and
popular policies in the liberated areas: Only by implanting itself
deeply in the hearts of the people, only by fulfilling the demands of
the masses, only by consolidating a base in the peasant soviets, and
only by sheltering in the shadow of the masses, can partisan warfare
bring revolutionary victory… Tactics are important, but we could
not exist if the majority of the people did not support us.15

By the mid 1930s, the Japanese armed forces were consolidating and
expanding their occupation of Northeast China, aided and abetted
by the Western powers, who were motivated by the idea of
cooperating with Japan to attack the Soviet Union. Chiang Kai-
shek’s position was becoming untenable. He granted concession
after concession to the Japanese, but he could no longer justify his
refusal to defend China’s national sovereignty. In July 1937, Japanese
forces marched out of their puppet state of Manchukuo, going on to
occupy Beijing and Shanghai.

In this context, more progressive elements within the GMD took
the initiative, detaining Chiang in the northwestern city of Xi’an and
forcing him to agree to cooperate with the CPC against Japanese
occupation. Thus was formed the Second United Front. The red base
at Yan’an (Shaanxi province) was recognised as a provincial
government and the CPC was legalised; the Red Army was re-
designated as the Eighth Route Army and New Fourth Army.



New Democracy In the period of the Second United
Front, the CPC won enormous prestige for its leadership
of the national defence efforts and for its commitment to
improving the lives of the population in the territories
under its control. Yan’an became a pole of attraction for
revolutionary and progressive youth throughout the
country. British academic Graham Hutchings writes:
Yan’an seemed to stand for a new type of society.
Visitors, foreign and Chinese, found it brimming with
purpose, equality and hope. Many students and
intellectuals chose to leave areas under the control of a
central government they felt lacked a sense of justice, as
well as the will to confront the national enemy, for life in
the border regions and the communist or ‘progressive’
camp.16
Indeed Yan’an remains a crucial component of the PRC’s origin story
– following the conclusion of the 20th National Congress of the CPC
in October 2022, Xi Jinping led the members of the politburo on a
delegation to Yan’an, emphasising the need to “carry forward the
great founding spirit of the Party, the Yan’an Spirit, and our fighting
spirit.”17

It was increasingly clear that the communists were the most
cohesive, committed and competent political force in China; the only
political party with the potential to restore China’s sovereignty, unity
and dignity. Mao and the CPC leadership took the time to theorise
the type of society they were trying to build; what the substance of
their revolution was. The results of these debates and discussions are
synthesised in Mao’s 1940 pamphlet On New Democracy, which
describes the Chinese Revolution as necessarily having two stages:
“first of New Democracy and then of socialism.”18

New Democracy was not to be a socialist society, but a “democratic
republic under the joint dictatorship of all anti-imperialist and anti-
feudal people led by the proletariat.” Extending a friendly hand to



patriotic non-communist forces, Mao invoked the spirit of Sun Yat-
sen, calling for “a republic of the genuinely revolutionary new Three
People’s Principles with their Three Great Policies.” (The Three
People’s Principles were – approximately – nationalism, people’s
government, and social welfare; the Three Great Policies were alliance
with the Soviet Union, alliance with the CPC, and support for the
workers and peasants).

The key elements of this stage of the revolution were to defeat
imperialism and to establish independence, as an essential step on
the road to the longer-term goal of building socialism. How long
would this stage last? It would “need quite a long time and cannot
be accomplished overnight. We are not utopians and cannot divorce
ourselves from the actual conditions confronting us.”19

Such a society would not be a dictatorship of the proletariat; that is,
the working class would not exercise exclusive political control.
Rather, political power would be shared by all the anti-imperialist
classes: the working class, the peasantry, the petty bourgeoisie and
the national bourgeoisie (ie those elements of the capitalist class that
stood against foreign domination).

In economic terms, New Democracy would include elements of
both socialism and capitalism.

The state enterprises will be of a socialist character and will
constitute the leading force in the whole national economy,
but the republic will neither confiscate capitalist private
property in general nor forbid the development of such
capitalist production as does not ‘dominate the livelihood of
the people’, for China’s economy is still very backward.

Land reform would be carried out, and the activities of private
capital would be subjected to heavy regulation.

In conversation with Edgar Snow, Mao envisaged China taking its
place within an ever-more globalised world – perhaps anticipating
the ‘opening up’ of four decades later: When China really wins her
independence, then legitimate foreign trading interests will enjoy
more opportunities than ever before. The power of production and



consumption of 450 million people is not a matter that can remain
the exclusive interest of the Chinese, but one that must engage the
many nations. Our millions of people, once really emancipated, with
their great latent productive possibilities freed for creative activity in
every field, can help improve the economy as well as raise the
cultural level of the whole world.20

Following Japan’s defeat in 1945, the CPC and GMD attempted to
negotiate a post-war government alliance. However, the agreement
forged in Chongqing in October 1945 fell apart as Chiang’s forces
continued their military attacks on the CPC-controlled areas. A bitter
four-year civil war ensued, resulting in the communists’ victory,
Chiang Kai-shek’s flight to Taiwan, and the establishment of the
People’s Republic of China on 1 October 1949. The newly-installed
government, led by the CPC, attempted to build the type of society
described in On New Democracy. Its governance was based on the
Common Programme – an interim constitution drawn up by the
Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (a united front
body created by the CPC), with 662 delegates representing 45
different organisations. The Common Programme did not call for the
immediate establishment of a socialist society, and it promised to
encourage private business. As Mao had written earlier in the year,
“our present policy is to regulate capitalism and not to destroy it.”21

Patriotic capitalists were invited to participate in government.
The most important immediate economic change was the

comprehensive dismantling of feudalism: the abolition of the rural
class system and the distribution of land to the peasantry (a process
already well underway in the areas under CPC control). Land reform
resulted in a large agricultural surplus which, along with Soviet
support, created the conditions for a rapid state-led industrialisation.
Hutchings notes that “dramatic improvements in life expectancy and
literacy rates and increases in living standards accompanied the
appearance of factories, roads, railways and bridges across the
country.”22 Along with this came an unprecedented shift in the status
of women, who had suffered every oppression and indignity under
feudalism. Via a system of “barefoot doctors”, basic medical care
was made available to the peasantry. “As a consequence, fertility



rose, infant mortality declined, life expectancy began to climb, and
the population stabilised and then grew for the first time since the
Japanese invasion of 1937.”23

The New Democracy period only lasted a few years. By 1954, the
government was promoting collectivisation in the countryside and
shifting private production into state hands. By the time of the Great
Leap Forward in 1958, there was no more talk of a slow and cautious
road to socialism; the plan now was to “surpass Britain and catch up
to America” within 15 years.

The reasons for moving on from New Democracy are complex and
contested, and reflect a shifting global political environment. The
CPC had envisaged – or at least hoped for – mutually beneficial
relations with the West, as is hinted at in the quote above that
“legitimate foreign trading interests will enjoy more opportunities
than ever before”. However, by the time of the founding of the PRC,
the Cold War was already in full swing. After the defeat of Japan in
1945, and with the outbreak of civil war between the communists
and the nationalists, the US came down on the side of the latter, on
the basis that Chiang understood the civil war to be “an integral part
of the worldwide conflict between communism and capitalism”24

and was resolutely on the side of capitalism.
The US made its hostility to the People’s Republic manifestly clear

from early on. The US involvement in the Korean War, starting in
June 1950, was to no small degree connected to “the West’s
determination … to ‘contain’ revolutionary China.”25 The genocidal
force directed against the Korean people – including the repeated
threat of nuclear warfare – was also a warning to China’s
communists (although the warning was returned with interest, when
hundreds of thousands of Chinese volunteers joined hands with
their Korean brothers and sisters, rapidly pushing the US-led troops
back to the 38th parallel and forcing an effective stalemate).

Soon after the arrival of US troops in Korea, US President Truman
announced that his government would act to prevent Taiwan’s
incorporation into the PRC, since this would constitute “a threat to
the security of the Pacific area and to United States forces
performing their lawful and necessary functions in that area.”26



Truman ordered the Seventh Fleet of the US Navy into the Taiwan
Strait in order to prevent China from occupying it (such, incidentally,
are the imperialist origins of the notion of Taiwanese independence).
Along with these acts of physical aggression, the US imposed a total
embargo on China, depriving the country of various important
materials required for reconstruction.

The dangerously hostile external environment made New
Democracy less viable. There are parallels here with the Soviet
abandonment of the New Economic Policy (NEP) in 1929. Much like
New Democracy, the NEP had consisted of a mixed economy, with
private business encouraged in order to increase production and
enhance productivity. Introduced in 1921, the NEP proved highly
successful, allowing the Soviet Union to recover economically from
war whilst minimising internal class conflict. By the end of the
decade, however, new external dangers were emerging and it
became clear to the Soviet leadership that the imperialist powers
were starting to mobilise for war. From 1929 the Soviet economy
shifted to something like a wartime basis, with near-total
centralisation, total state ownership of industry, collectivisation of
agriculture, and a major focus on heavy industry and military
production.

Similarly in China in the mid-1950s, the shifting regional situation
contributed to an economic and political shift. Beyond that, there
was undoubtedly a subjective factor of the CPC leadership wanting
to accelerate the journey to socialism – to “accomplish socialist
industrialisation and socialist transformation in fifteen years or a
little longer”, as Mao put it in 1953.27 With the death of Stalin in
March 1953 and the gradual deterioration of relations between the
CPC and the new Soviet leadership under Nikita Khrushchev, the
Chinese came to feel that the Soviets were abandoning the path of
revolutionary struggle and that responsibility for blazing a trail in
the construction of socialism had fallen to China. To move from a
position of economic and scientific backwardness to becoming an
advanced socialist power would require nothing less than a great
leap.



Mao as monster?
To this day, the most popular method for casually denigrating the
People’s Republic of China and the record of the CPC is to cite the
alleged crimes of Mao Zedong who, from the early 1930s until his
death in 1976, was generally recognised as the top leader of the
Chinese Revolution. If the CPC was so dedicated to improving the
lot of the Chinese people, why did it engage in such disastrous
campaigns as the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution?

The Great Leap Forward (GLF), launched in 1958, was an
ambitious programme designed to achieve rapid industrialisation
and collectivisation; to fast-track the construction of socialism and
allow China to make a final break with centuries-old
underdevelopment and poverty; in Mao’s words, to “close the gap
between China and the US within five years, and to ultimately
surpass the US within seven years”.28 In its economic strategy, it
represented “a rejection of plodding Soviet-style urban
industrialisation,”29 reflecting the early stages of the Sino-Soviet
split. The Chinese were worried that the Khrushchev leadership in
Moscow was narrowly focused on the avoidance of conflict with the
imperialist powers, and that its support to China and the other
socialist countries would be sacrificed at the altar of ‘peaceful
coexistence’. Hence China would have to rely on its own resources.

For all its shortcomings, the core of the GLF was pithily described
by Indian Marxist Vijay Prashad as an “attempt to bring small-scale
industry to rural areas.”30 Mao considered the countryside would
once again become the “true source for revolutionary social
transformation” and “the main arena where the struggle to achieve
socialism and communism will be determined.”31 Agricultural
collectivisation was fast-tracked, and there was a broad appeal to the
revolutionary spirit of the masses. Ji Chaozhu (at the time an
interpreter for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and later China’s
ambassador to the UK (1987-91) notes in his memoirs: The peasants
were left with small plots of their own, for subsistence farming only.
All other activity was for the communal good, to be shared equally.
Cadres were to join the peasants in the fields, factories, and



construction sites. Even Mao made an appearance at a dam-building
project to have his picture taken with a shovel in hand.32

The GLF was not overall a success. Liu Mingfu writes that “the Great
Leap Forward did not realise the goal of surpassing the UK and US.
It actually brought China’s economy to a standstill and then
recession. It caused a large number of unnatural deaths and pushed
China’s global share of GDP from 5.46 percent in 1957 to 4.01 percent
in 1962, lower than its share of 4.59 percent in 1950.”33

The disruption to the basic economic structure of society combined
with the sudden withdrawal of Soviet experts in 1960 and a series of
terrible droughts and floods to produce poor harvests. Meanwhile,
with millions of peasants drafted into the cities to work in factories,
“no one was available to reap and to thresh.”34 The historian
Alexander Pantsov opines that the “battle for steel had diverted the
Chinese leadership’s attention from the grain problem, and the task
of harvesting rice and other grain had fallen on the shoulders of
women, old men, and children… A shortage of grain developed, and
Mao gave the command to decrease the pace of the Great Leap.”35 Ji
Chaozhu observes that “malnutrition leading to edema was common
in many areas, and deaths among the rural population increased.”36

Certain of the GLF’s goals were achieved – most notably the
irrigation of arable land. However, it didn’t achieve its overall
objective, and the disruption it caused contributed to a deepening of
poverty and malnutrition. It was called off in 1962. It remains a
highly controversial topic in Chinese history. For anticommunists,
the GLF provides incontrovertible proof of the monstrous,
murderous nature of the CPC – and Mao Zedong in particular.
Western bourgeois historians seem to have settled on a figure of 30
million for the estimated number of lives lost in famine resulting
from the Great Leap. On the basis of a rigorous statistical analysis,
Indian economist Utsa Patnaik concludes that China’s death rate
rose from 12 per thousand in 1958 (a historically low figure resulting
from land reform and the extension of basic medical services
throughout the country) to a peak of 25.4 per thousand in 1960.

If we take the remarkably low death rate of 12 per thousand



that China had achieved by 1958 as the benchmark, and
calculate the deaths in excess of this over the period 1959 to
1961, it totals 11.5 million. This is the maximal estimate of
possible ‘famine deaths.’37

Patnaik observes that even the peak death rate in 1960 “was little
different from India’s 24.8 death rate in the same year, which was
considered quite normal and attracted no criticism.” This is an
important point. Malnutrition was at that time a scourge throughout
the developing world (sadly it remains so in some parts of the
planet). China’s history is rife with terrible famines, including in
1907, 1928 and 1942. It is only in the modern era, under the
leadership of precisely that ‘monstrous’ CPC, that malnutrition has
become a thing of the past in China.

In other words, the failure of the GLF has been cynically
manipulated by bourgeois academics to denigrate the entire history
of the Chinese Revolution. The GLF was not some outrageous crime
against humanity; it was a legitimate attempt to accelerate the
building of a prosperous and advanced socialist society. It turned out
not to be successful and was therefore dropped.

In the aftermath of the GLF, Mao’s more radical wing of the CPC
leadership became somewhat marginalised, and the initiative fell to
those wanting to prioritise social stability and economic growth over
ongoing class struggle. Principal among these were Liu Shaoqi (head
of state of the PRC from 1959, and widely considered to be Mao’s
successor) and Vice Premier Deng Xiaoping. Liu, Deng, Chen Yun
and Zhou Enlai put forward the concept of the Four Modernisations
(in agriculture, industry, defence, and science and technology) which
would come to constitute a cornerstone of post-Mao economic
policy.

In the years that followed, Mao and a group of his close comrades
began to worry that the deprioritisation of class struggle reflected an
anti-revolutionary ‘revisionist’ trend that could ultimately lead to
capitalist restoration. As Mao saw it, revisionist elements were able
to rely on the support of the intelligentsia – particularly teachers and
academics – who, themselves coming largely from non-working



class backgrounds, were promoting capitalist and feudal values
among young people. It was necessary to “exterminate the roots of
revisionism” and “struggle against those in power in the party who
were taking the capitalist road.”38

The Cultural Revolution started in 1966 as a mass movement of
university and school students, incited and encouraged by Mao and
others on the left of the leadership. Student groups formed in Beijing
calling themselves Red Guards and taking up Mao’s call to
“thoroughly criticise and repudiate the reactionary bourgeois ideas
in the sphere of academic work, education, journalism, literature and
art”.39 The students produced ‘big-character posters’ (dazibao) setting
out their analysis against, and making their demands of, anti-
revolutionary bourgeois elements in authority. Mao was enthusiastic,
writing the students in support of their initiative: “I will give
enthusiastic support to all who take an attitude similar to yours in
the Cultural Revolution movement.”40 He produced his own dazibao
calling on the revolutionary masses to “Bombard the Headquarters”
– that is, to rise up against the reformers and “bourgeois elements”
in the party.

These developments were synthesised by the CPC Central
Committee, which in August 1966 adopted its Decision Concerning the
Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution.

“Although the bourgeoisie has been overthrown, it is still trying to
use the old ideas, culture, customs and habits of the exploiting
classes to corrupt the masses, capture their minds and endeavour to
stage a comeback. The proletariat must do the exact opposite: it must
meet head-on every challenge of the bourgeoisie in the ideological
field and use the new ideas, culture, customs and habits of the
proletariat to change the mental outlook of the whole of society. At
present, our objective is to struggle against and overthrow those
persons in authority who are taking the capitalist road, to criticise
and repudiate the reactionary bourgeois academic ‘authorities’ and
the ideology of the bourgeoisie and all other exploiting classes and
to transform education, literature and art and all other parts of the
superstructure not in correspondence with the socialist economic
base, so as to facilitate the consolidation and development of the



socialist system.”41

Thus the aims of the Cultural Revolution were to stimulate a mass
struggle against the supposedly revisionist and capitalist
restorationist elements in the party; to put a stop to the hegemony of
bourgeois ideas in the realms of education and culture; and to
entrench a new culture – socialist, collectivist, modern. The Cultural
Revolution also marked a further escalation of the Sino-Soviet split,
as the revisionist illness was considered to have a Soviet etiology
(Liu Shaoqi, previously considered as Mao’s successor and now the
principal target of the radicals, was labelled China’s Khrushchev).
Singaporean scholar Li Mingjiang notes that, “throughout the
Cultural Revolution, the Soviet Union was systematically
demonised. Sino-Soviet hostilities reached an unprecedented level,
as exemplified by Mao’s designation of Moscow as China’s primary
enemy.”42

Han Suyin describes the chaotic atmosphere of the early days of
the Cultural Revolution: Extensive democracy. Great criticism. Wall
posters everywhere. Absolute freedom to travel. Freedom to form
revolutionary exchanges. These were the rights and freedoms given
to the Red Guards, and no wonder it went to their heads and very
soon became total licence... [In August 1966] the simmering Cultural
Revolution exploded in a maelstrom of violence… Mao had not
reckoned that he would lose control of the havoc he had launched.43

There was widespread disruption. Universities were closed.

Red Guards occupied and ransacked the Foreign Ministry,
while most ambassadors were recalled to Beijing for political
education. The British embassy was attacked, and the Soviet
embassy was laid under siege by youthful Maoists for several
months.44

Many of those accused by the Cultural Revolution Group (CRG, a
body of the CPC initially reporting to the Politburo Standing
Committee but becoming the de facto centre of power) suffered
horrible fates. Posters appeared with the slogan “Down with Liu
Shaoqi! Down with Deng Xiaoping! Hold high the great red banner



of Mao Zedong Thought.” Liu’s books were burned in Tiananmen
Square – “they were declared to be poisonous weeds, yet they had
been a mainstay of the theoretical construct which in Yan’an in 1945-
47 had brought Mao to power.”45 He was expelled from all positions
and arrested.

Liu had been repeatedly tortured and interrogated, confined
to an unheated cell, and denied medical care. He died in
November 1969, his remains surreptitiously cremated under a
false name. His death was kept from his wife for three years,
and from the public for a decade.46

Peng Dehuai, former Defence Minister and the leader of the Chinese
People’s Volunteer Army’s operations in the Korean War, had been
forced into retirement in 1959 after criticising the Great Leap
Forward. Jiang Qing – Mao’s wife, and a leading figure in the CRG –
sent Red Guards to Sichuan, where Peng was living.

A band of thugs burst into his house, seized him, and brought
him to the capital, where he was thrown into prison. Peng was
tortured and beaten more than a hundred times, his ribs were
broken, his face maimed, and his lungs damaged. He was
repeatedly dragged to criticism and struggle meetings.47

He died in a prison hospital in 1974.
Even Premier Zhou Enlai, unfailingly loyal in spite of his quiet

horror at the CRG’s extremism, didn’t escape unscathed: in
November 1966, according to Han Suyin, he had a heart attack after
22 hours of being surrounded and shouted at by Red Guards.

Although Mao had intended it to last for just a few months, the
Cultural Revolution continued for a decade, albeit with varying
intensity: realising that the situation was getting out of control, in
1967 Mao called on the army to help establish order and re-organise
production. However, it flared up again with the ascendancy of the
‘Gang of Four’ from 1972.

Historians in the capitalist countries tend to present the Cultural
Revolution in the most facile and vacuous terms. To them, it was



simply the quintessential example of Mao’s obsessive love of
violence and power; just another episode in the long story of
communist authoritarianism. But psychopathology is rarely the
principal driving force of history. In reality, the Cultural Revolution
was a radical mass movement; millions of young people were
inspired by the idea of moving faster towards socialism, of putting
an end to feudal traditions, of creating a more egalitarian society, of
fighting bureaucracy, of preventing the emergence of a capitalist
class, of empowering workers and peasants, of making their
contribution to a global socialist revolution, of building a proud
socialist culture unfettered by thousands of years of Confucian
tradition. They wanted a fast track to a socialist future. They were
inspired by Mao and his allies, who were in turn inspired by them.

Such a movement can get out of control easily enough, and it did.
Mao can’t be considered culpable for every excess, every act of
violence, every absurd statement (indeed he intervened at several
points to rein them in), but he was broadly supportive of the
movement and ultimately did the most to further its aims. Mao had
enormous personal influence – not solely powers granted by the
party or state constitutions, but an authority that came from being
the chief architect of a revolutionary process that had transformed
hundreds of millions of people’s lives for the better. He was as Lenin
was to the Soviet people, as Fidel Castro remains to the Cuban
people. Even when he made mistakes, these mistakes were liable to
be embraced by millions of people. Han Suyin comments that “Mao
was prone to making contradictory remarks, but each remark had
the force of an edict.”48

The Cultural Revolution is now widely understood in China to
have been largely misguided. It was “the most severe setback …
suffered by the Party, the state and the people since the founding of
the People’s Republic.”49 The political assumptions of the movement
– that the party was becoming dominated by counter-revolutionaries
and capitalist-roaders; that the capitalist-roaders in the party would
have to be overthrown by the masses; that continuous revolution
would be required in order to stay on the road to socialism – were
explicitly rejected by the post-Mao leadership of the CPC, which



pointed out that “the ‘capitalist-roaders’ overthrown … were leading
cadres of Party and government organisations at all levels, who
formed the core force of the socialist cause.”50

Historian Rebecca Karl posits that this post-Mao leadership in fact
benefitted from the Cultural Revolution, in the sense that it came to
be seen as “the saviour of China from chaos.”51

Perhaps the Cultural Revolution had a more directly useful
outcome. Its principal aim was, after all, to prevent the ideological
decay that was taking place in the Soviet Union at the time – an
ideological decay that made a major contribution towards the Soviet
people’s loss of confidence in the socialist project and, ultimately, the
end of Soviet socialism.52 Indeed it can be argued that the Cultural
Revolution set the parameters of how far Reform and Opening Up
could go; it laid the ground for Deng Xiaoping’s Four Cardinal
Principles, which the CPC continues to observe today: 1) We must
keep to the socialist road; 2) We must uphold the people’s
democratic dictatorship; 3) We must uphold the leadership of the
Communist Party; 4) We must uphold Marxism-Leninism and Mao
Zedong Thought.53

Australian academic Roland Boer poses the question of why the
CPC leadership felt it important to identify and emphasise the Four
Cardinal Principles at that point, at the start of the economic reform
programme: “Deng identifies the ‘rightist’ deviation as their target.
The Reform and Opening Up may be seen by some as a path to
capitalism and bourgeois liberalisation, and thus an abandonment of
Marxism-Leninism.”54 As such, the Four Cardinal Principles and the
Cultural Revolution share some common ground in terms of their
basic motivation.

German political economist Isabella M Weber also makes an
interesting point that “the disruption of social order during the
Cultural Revolution” was a crucial factor in the development of a
new generation of young intellectuals with a close understanding of
the needs of peasantry and the situation in the countryside.

A cohort of young intellectuals (born 1940–1960) who were
‘sent up to the mountains and to the countryside’ during the



Cultural Revolution emerged as influential reform economists
in the course of agricultural reform. Like the veteran
revolutionaries before them, their intellectual and political
formation was intimately connected to the agrarian question,
to China’s peasant majority, and to their struggle for material
well-being. These young and old intellectuals with close ties to
the countryside formed an unusual alliance that proved
critical for China’s reform… As a historical irony, these
Cultural Revolution campaigns also established new links
between the urban and rural spheres that became instrumental
for the breakthrough in the early years of reform.55

Nonetheless, the turmoil of the Cultural Revolution impeded the
country’s development and brought awful tragedy to a significant
number of people. What so many historians operating in a capitalist
framework fail to understand is why, in spite of the chaos and
violence of the Cultural Revolution, Mao is still revered in China.
For the Chinese people, the bottom line is that his errors were “the
errors of a great proletarian revolutionary.”56

It was the CPC, led by Mao and on the basis of a political strategy
principally devised by him, liberated China from foreign rule; that
unified the country; that led the dismantling of feudalism; that
distributed land to the peasants; that led the industrialisation of the
country; that forged a path to women’s liberation. British economist
John Ross points out: In the 27 years between the establishment of
the People’s Republic of China in 1949 and the death of Mao Zedong
in 1976, life expectancy in China increased by 31 years – or over a
year per chronological year… China’s rate of increase of life
expectancy in the three decades after 1949 was the fastest ever
recorded in a major country in human history.57

The excesses and errors associated with the last years of Mao’s life
have to be contextualised within this overall picture of
unprecedented, transformative progress for the Chinese people. The
pre-revolution literacy rate in China was less than 20 percent. By the
time Mao died, it was around 93 percent. China’s population had
remained stagnant between 400 and 500 million for a hundred years



or so up to 1949. By the time Mao died, it had reached 900 million. A
thriving culture of literature, music, theatre and art grew up that was
accessible to the masses of the people. Land was irrigated. Famine
became a thing of the past. Universal healthcare was established.
China – after a century of foreign domination – maintained its
sovereignty and developed the means to defend itself from
imperialist attack.

Hence the Mao as monster narrative has little resonance in China.
As Deng Xiaoping himself put it, “without Mao’s outstanding
leadership, the Chinese revolution would still not have triumphed
even today. In that case, the people of all our nationalities would still
be suffering under the reactionary rule of imperialism, feudalism
and bureaucrat-capitalism.”58 Furthermore, even the mistakes were
not the product of the deranged imagination of a tyrant but, rather,
creative attempts to respond to an incredibly complex and evolving
set of circumstances. They were errors carried out in the cause of
exploring a path to socialism – a historically novel process inevitably
involving risk and experimentation.

Reform and opening up: the great betrayal?
From 1978, the post-Mao Chinese leadership embarked on a process
of ‘reform and opening up’ – gradually introducing market
mechanisms to the economy, allowing elements of private property,
and encouraging investment from the capitalist world. This
programme of socialism with Chinese characteristics posited that, while
China had established a socialist society, it would remain for some
time in the primary stage of socialism, during which period it was
necessary to develop a socialist market economy – combining
planning, the development of a mixed economy and the profit
motive – with a view to maximising the development of the
productive forces.

Deng Xiaoping, who had been one of the most prominent targets of
the Cultural Revolution and who had risen to become de facto leader
of the CPC from 1978, theorised reform and opening up in the
following terms: Marxism attaches utmost importance to developing
the productive forces… [The advance towards communism] calls for



highly developed productive forces and an overwhelming
abundance of material wealth. Therefore, the fundamental task for
the socialist stage is to develop the productive forces. The superiority
of the socialist system is demonstrated, in the final analysis, by faster
and greater development of those forces than under the capitalist
system. As they develop, the people’s material and cultural life will
constantly improve… Socialism means eliminating poverty.
Pauperism is not socialism, still less communism.59

The reform strategy aimed at “shaking off China’s poverty and
backwardness, gradually improving the people’s living standards,
restoring a position for China in international affairs commensurate
with its current status, and enabling China to contribute more to
mankind.”60

Was this the moment the CPC gave up on its commitment to
Marxism? Such is the belief of many. For supporters of capitalism,
the idea that China ‘ascended’ to capitalism from 1978 onwards is a
validation of their own ideology; China was socialist and poor, and
then became capitalist and rich. This view is near-universal among
mainstream economists. Even the well-known Keynesian Jeffrey
Sachs, who is both politically progressive and friendly towards
China, considers that the key turning point in Chinese history was
not 1949 but 1978: After nearly 140 years of economic and social
strife, marked by foreign incursions, domestic rebellions, civil wars,
and internal policy blunders of historic dimensions, China settled
down after 1978 to stable, open, market-based production and
trade.61

On the other hand, for many on the left (particularly in the West),
1978 marked a turning point in the wrong direction – away from
socialism, away from the cause of the working class and peasantry.
The introduction of private profit, the decollectivisation of
agriculture, the appearance of multinational companies and the rise
of Western influence: these added up to a historic betrayal and an
end to the Chinese Revolution.

The consensus view within the CPC is that socialism with Chinese
characteristics is a strategy aimed at strengthening socialism,
improving the lives of the Chinese people, and consolidating China’s



sovereignty. Although China had taken incredible steps forward
since 1949, China in 1978 remained backward in many ways. The
bulk of the population lived a very precarious existence, many
lacking access to modern energy and safe water. China’s per capita
income was $210. Food production, and consequently average food
consumption, was insufficient. “An estimated 30 percent of rural
residents, about 250 million, lived below the poverty line, relying on
small loans for production and state grants for food.”62 The low per
capita income figure is deceptive in the sense that the poor in China
had secure access to land and housing – by which measure they
were doing much better than most of their counterparts in the
developing world; nonetheless the vast majority were genuinely
poor.

Meanwhile the capitalist world was making major advances in
science and technology, and the gap in living standards between
China and its neighbours was growing sufficiently wide as to
threaten the legitimacy of the CPC government. Chinese economist
Justin Yifu Lin notes that, at the time of the founding of the PRC,
there was only a relatively small per capita income gap between
China and its East Asian neighbours.

But by 1978 Japan had basically caught up with the United
States, and South Korea and Taiwan Province had narrowed
the income gap with developed countries. China, although
boasting a complete industrial system, an atomic bomb, and a
man-made satellite, had a standard of living a far cry from
that of the developed world.63

In Guangdong, the southern province bordering Hong Kong, many
were fleeing because, in the words of Hua Guofeng (Mao’s chosen
successor as head of the CPC), “Hong Kong and Macao were
wealthy and the PRC was poor.” The leadership simply decided to
“change the situation and make the PRC wealthy.”64

Opening up to foreign capital, learning from foreign technology,
and integrating into the global market would allow for a faster
development of the productive forces. Export manufacturing would



allow China to build up sufficient hard currency to acquire
technology from rich countries and improve productivity. Foreign
capital would be attracted by China’s virtually limitless pool of
literate and diligent workers.

All this was highly unorthodox compared to the experience of the
socialist world up to that point (with some partial exceptions, such
as Yugoslavia and Hungary). Deng Xiaoping’s strong belief was that,
unless the government delivered on a significant improvement in
people’s standard of living, the entire socialist project would lose its
legitimacy and therefore be in peril. Assessing that China was
around 20 years behind the advanced countries in science and
technology, he stated: When a backward country is trying to build
socialism, it is natural that during the long initial period its
productive forces will not be up to the level of those in developed
capitalist countries and that it will not be able to eliminate poverty
completely. Accordingly, in building socialism we must do all we can
to develop the productive forces and gradually eliminate poverty,
constantly raising the people’s living standards… If we don’t do
everything possible to increase production, how can we expand the
economy? How can we demonstrate the superiority of socialism and
communism? We have been making revolution for several decades
and have been building socialism for more than three. Nevertheless,
by 1978 the average monthly salary for our workers was still only 45
yuan, and most of our rural areas were still mired in poverty. Can
this be called the superiority of socialism?65

Interestingly, this sentiment contains echoes of Mao in 1949: If we are
ignorant in production, cannot grasp production work quickly … so
as to improve the livelihood of workers first and then that of other
ordinary people, we shall certainly not be able to maintain our
political power: we shall lose our position and we shall fail.66

Marx wrote in volume 3 of Capital that “the development of the
productive forces of social labour is capital’s historic mission and
justification. For that very reason, it unwittingly creates the material
conditions for a higher form of production.”67 The vision of the CPC
leadership was to replace “unwittingly” with “purposefully”: using
capital, within strict limits and under heavy regulation, to bring



China into the modern world.
Rather than selling out to capitalism, reform and opening up is better

understood as a return to the policies of the New Democracy period.
The CPC has always been adamant that what China is building is
socialism, not capitalism – “it is for the realisation of communism
that we have struggled for so many years… It was for the realisation
of this ideal that countless people laid down their lives.”68 The basic
guiding ideology of the CPC has not changed in its century of
existence, as was summed up succinctly by Xi Jinping: Both history
and reality have shown us that only socialism can save China and
only socialism with Chinese characteristics can bring development to
China.69

In borrowing certain techniques and mechanisms from capitalism,
China is following a logic devised by the Bolsheviks during the New
Economic Policy, using markets and investment to stimulate
economic activity, whilst maintaining Communist Party rule and
refusing to allow the capitalist class to dominate political power. As
Lenin put it in 1921: We must not be afraid of the growth of the petty
bourgeoisie and small capital. What we must fear is protracted
starvation, want and food shortage, which create the danger that the
working class will be utterly exhausted and will give way to petty-
bourgeois vacillation and despair. This is a much more terrible
prospect.70

Modern China has gone much further than the NEP, in the sense that
private property is not limited to “the petty bourgeoisie and small
capital”; there are some extremely wealthy individuals and
companies controlling vast sums of capital. And yet their political
status is essentially the same as it was in the early days of the PRC;
their existence as a class is predicated on their acceptance of the
overall socialist programme and trajectory of the country. As long as
they are helping China to develop, they are tolerated, even
encouraged. Even in 1957, with socialist construction in full swing,
Mao considered: The contradiction between the working class and
the national bourgeoisie comes under the category of contradictions
among the people… In the concrete conditions of China, this
antagonistic contradiction between the two classes, if properly



handled, can be transformed into a non-antagonistic one and be
resolved by peaceful methods.71

The reform strategy has been undeniably successful in terms of
alleviating poverty and modernising the country. Economist Arthur
Kroeber notes that workers’ wages have increased continuously,
pointing out that, in 1994, a Chinese factory worker could expect to
earn a quarter of what their counterpart in Thailand was earning;
just 14 years later, the Chinese worker was earning 25 percent more
than the Thai worker.72 Jude Woodward writes that per capita
income in China doubled in the decade from 1980, “whereas it took
Britain six decades to achieve the same after the Industrial
Revolution in the late eighteenth century and America five decades
after the Civil War.”73

The combination of planning and ever-rising productivity has
created a vast surplus, which has been used partly to “orchestrate a
massive, sustained programme of infrastructure construction,
including roads, railways, ports, airports, dams, electricity
generation and distribution facilities, telecommunications, water and
sewage systems, and housing, on a proportional scale far exceeding
that of comparable developing countries, such as India, Indonesia,
Pakistan and Bangladesh.”74

The fundamental difference between the Chinese system and
capitalism is that, with capital in control, it would not be possible to
prioritise the needs of the working class and peasantry; China would
not have been able to achieve the largest-scale poverty alleviation in
history. Deng understood this: Ours is an economically backward
country with a population of one billion. If we took the capitalist
road, a small number of people in certain areas would quickly grow
rich, and a new bourgeoisie would emerge along with a number of
millionaires — all of these people amounting to less than one per
cent of the population — while the overwhelming majority of the
people would remain in poverty, scarcely able to feed and clothe
themselves. Only the socialist system can eradicate poverty.75

In adapting its strategy in accordance with new realities and a sober
assessment of the past, the CPC was following the same principle it
had always stood for: to seek truth from facts and to develop a



reciprocal relationship between theory and practice. In Mao’s words,
“the only yardstick of truth is the revolutionary practice of millions
of people.”76 The CPC’s experience in practice was that “having a
totally planned economy hampers the development of the
productive forces to a certain extent.”77 And this experience is largely
consistent with that of other socialist states. Roland Boer observes:
While a largely planned economy immediately after a successful
communist revolution is a necessity — with its nationalisations,
collectivisation, and crushing or transformation of the former
bourgeois-landlord owners of the means of production – it leads
after a few decades to new contradictions that stifle economic
efficiency and improvement.78

China’s leaders conjectured that a combination of planning and
markets would “liberate the productive forces and speed up
economic growth.” This hypothesis has been proven correct by
material reality, and has thereby made a historic contribution to
humanity’s collective understanding of socialist construction.



No Great Wall
Reform and opening up wasn’t purely a correction of earlier mistakes;
it was also – perhaps mainly – a response to changing objective
circumstances; specifically, a more favourable international
environment resulting from the restoration of China’s seat at the
United Nations (1971) and the rapprochement between China and
the US. Thomas Orlik, chief economist at Bloomberg Economics,
notes that, “when Deng Xiaoping launched the reform and opening
process, friendly relations with the United States provided the
crucial underpinning. The path for Chinese goods to enter global
markets was open.”79 So too was the door for foreign capital,
technology, and expertise to enter China – first from Hong Kong and
Japan, then the West. Zhou Enlai reportedly commented at the time
of then-US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger’s historic visit to
Beijing in 1971 that “only America can help China to modernise.”80

Even allowing for Zhou’s legendary diplomatic eloquence, this
statement nevertheless contains an important kernel of truth.

Mao and Zhou had seen engagement with the US as a way to break
China’s isolation. The US leadership saw engagement with China as
a way to perpetuate and exacerbate the division between China and
the Soviet Union. (Everyone was triangulating; for its part, the Soviet
leadership was hoping to work with the US to undermine and
destabilise China.81) Regardless of the complex set of intentions, one
key outcome of the US-China rapprochement in the early 1970s was
that a favourable external environment was created in which a
policy of ‘opening up’ could feasibly be pursued.

Deng was also not the first to recognise that the productive forces
were undergoing historic changes in the West and that China would
have to catch up. Zhou Enlai noted that “new developments in
science are bringing humanity to a new technological and industrial
revolution… We must conquer these new heights in science to reach
advanced world standards.”82 Indeed it was Zhou who first
conceptualised the Four Modernisations that Deng made the
cornerstone of his strategy. In early 1963, Zhou stated: “If we want to
build a powerful socialist country, we must modernise agriculture,



industry, national defence, science and technology.”83 Again in
January 1975 – in his last major speech – he talked of the urgent need
to take advantage of the more peaceful and stable international
context and “accomplish the comprehensive modernisation of
agriculture, industry, national defence and science and technology
before the end of the century, so that our national economy will be
advancing in the front ranks of the world.”84

The economic take-off of the post-1978 period “would not have
been possible without the economic, political and social foundations
that had been built up in the preceding period”, in the words of the
late Egyptian Marxist Samir Amin.85 Even with the disruption
caused by the Cultural Revolution, the early period of socialist
construction achieved “progress on a scale which old China could
not achieve in hundreds or even thousands of years.”86 This is
universally understood among Chinese communists. Prominent
economist Hu Angang writes that, by 1978, all children received an
education, adult illiteracy had fallen from 80 percent to 33 percent,
and basic healthcare was available to everyone. Industry had been
built up from almost nothing. Meanwhile, “China succeeded in
feeding one-fifth of the world’s population with only 7 percent of the
world’s arable land and 6.5 percent of its water. China’s pre-1978
social and economic development cannot be underestimated.”87

This can be usefully compared with the same time period in India,
which following independence from the British Empire in 1947 was
in a similarly parlous state, with a life expectancy of 32. At the end of
the pre-reform period in China, ie 1978, India’s life expectancy had
increased to 55, while China’s had increased to 67. As John Ross
elucidates, “this sharply growing difference was not because India
had a bad record – as an increase of 22 years in life expectancy over a
31-year period graphically shows. It is simply that China’s
performance was sensational – life expectancy increasing by 32 years
in a 29-year chronological period.”88

Xi Jinping has observed that, although the two major phases of the
People’s Republic of China are different in many ways, “they are by
no means separated from or opposed to each other. We should
neither negate the pre-reform phase in comparison with the post-



reform phase, nor the converse.”89

The two major phases are both consistent with the CPC’s guiding
philosophy and raison d’être. Both have played an invaluable role in
China’s continuing transformation from a divided, war-torn,
backward and phenomenally poor country in which “approximately
one of every three children died within the first year of birth”90 to a
unified, peaceful, advanced and increasingly prosperous country
which is blazing a trail towards a more developed socialism.

In each stage of its existence, the CPC has sought to creatively
apply and develop Marxism according to the prevailing concrete
circumstances; always seeking to safeguard China’s sovereignty,
maintain peace, and build prosperity for the masses of the people.
Through many twists and turns, this has been a constant of a
hundred years of Chinese Revolution.
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2
Neither Washington nor Beijing?
A NEWCOMER TO POLITICS would likely assume that members of
the global left support the People’s Republic of China. It is after all
led by a communist party, with Marxism as its guiding ideology.
During the period since the Communist Party of China came to
power in 1949, the Chinese people have experienced an
unprecedented improvement in their living standards and human
development. Life expectancy has increased from around 35 to over
781 years. Literacy has increased from an estimated 20 percent2 to 97
percent.3 The social and economic position of women has improved
beyond recognition (one example being that, before the revolution,
the vast majority of women received no formal education
whatsoever, whereas now a majority of students in higher education
institutions are female). Extreme poverty has been eliminated. China
is becoming the pre-eminent world leader in tackling climate
change.

Such progress is evidently consistent with traditional left-wing
values; what typically attracts people to Marxism is precisely that it
seeks to provide a framework for solving those problems of human
development that capitalism has shown itself incapable of
satisfactorily addressing. Capitalism has driven historic innovations
in science and technology, thereby laying the ground for a future of
shared prosperity; however, its contradictions are such that it
inevitably generates poverty alongside wealth; it cannot but impose
itself through division, deception and coercion; everywhere it
marginalises, alienates, dominates and exploits. Seventy years of
Chinese socialism, meanwhile, have broken the inverse correlation
between wealth and poverty. Even though China suffers from high
levels of inequality; even though China has some extremely rich
people; life for ordinary workers and peasants has continuously
improved, at a remarkable rate and over an extended period.

Yet support for China within the left in countries such as Britain



and the US is in fact a fairly marginal position. The bulk of Marxist
groups in those countries consider that China is not a socialist
country; indeed some believe it to be “a rising imperialist power in
the world system that oversees the exploitation of its own
population … and increasingly exploits Third World countries in
pursuit of raw materials and outlets for its exports.”4 Some consider
the China-led Belt and Road Initiative to be an example of “feverish
global expansionism”.5 The Alliance for Worker’s Liberty, with
characteristic crudeness, describe China as being “functionally little
different from, and in any case not better than, a fascist regime,”6

every bit as imperialist as the US and politically much worse.
The growing confrontation between the US and China is not, on

these terms, an attack by an imperialist power on a socialist or
independent developing country, but rather “a classic confrontation
along imperialist lines”.7 “The dynamics of US-China rivalry is an
inter-imperial rivalry driven by inter-capitalist competition,” writes
Ho-fung Hung in the popular left-wing journal Jacobin.8 The
assumption here is that China is “an emerging imperialist power
that is seeking to assert itself in a world dominated by the
established imperialist power of the US”.9 If that is the case, those
that ground their politics in anti-imperialism should not support
either the US or China; rather they should “build a ‘third camp’ that
makes links and solidarity across borders”10 and adopt the slogan
Neither Washington nor Beijing, but international socialism.”

To many, this is an attractive idea. We don’t align with oppressors
anywhere; our only alignment is with the global working class. Eli
Friedman eloquently presents this grand vision in Jacobin: “Our job
is to continually and forcefully reaffirm internationalist values: we
take sides with the poor, working classes, and oppressed people of
every country, which means we share nothing with either the US or
Chinese states and corporations.”11

We’ve been here before: Neither Washington nor
Moscow
This notion of opposing both sides in a cold war – refusing to align
with either of the two major competing powers and instead forming



an independent ‘third camp’ – has surprisingly deep roots.
Prominent US Trotskyist Max Shachtman described the third camp
in 1940 as “the camp of proletarian internationalism, of the socialist
revolution, of the struggle for the emancipation of all the
oppressed.”12 During the original Cold War, in particular in Britain, a
significant proportion of the socialist movement rallied behind the
slogan Neither Washington nor Moscow, withholding their support
from a Soviet Union they considered to be state capitalist and/or
imperialist.

Then as now, the third camp position drew theoretical justification
from the strategy promoted by Lenin and the Bolsheviks in relation
to World War I. The communist movement in the early 1910s
recognised that a war between the two major competing imperialist
blocs (Germany on one side, and Britain and France on the other)
was near-inevitable. At the 1912 conference of the Second
International in Basel, Switzerland, the assembled organisations
vowed to oppose the war, to refuse to align themselves with any
component part of the international capitalist class, and to “utilise
the economic and political crisis created by the war to arouse the
people and thereby to hasten the downfall of capitalist class rule.”13

Rather than rallying behind the German, British, French or Russian
ruling classes, workers were called on to “oppose the power of the
international solidarity of the proletariat to capitalist imperialism.”

When war eventually broke out in July 1914, the Bolsheviks stuck
to this internationalist position. Lenin wrote regarding the warring
imperialist blocs: One group of belligerent nations is headed by the
German bourgeoisie. It is hoodwinking the working class and the
toiling masses by asserting that this is a war in defence of the
fatherland, freedom and civilisation, for the liberation of the peoples
oppressed by tsarism… The other group of belligerent nations is
headed by the British and the French bourgeoisie, who are
hoodwinking the working class and the toiling masses by asserting
that they are waging a war for the defence of their countries, for
freedom and civilisation and against German militarism and
despotism.14



Further:

Neither group of belligerents is inferior to the other in
spoliation, atrocities and the boundless brutality of war;
however, to hoodwink the proletariat … the bourgeoisie of
each country is trying, with the help of false phrases about
patriotism, to extol the significance of its ‘own’ national war,
asserting that it is out to defeat the enemy, not for plunder and
the seizure of territory, but for the ‘liberation’ of all other
peoples except its own.

However, the majority of the organisations that had signed up to the
Basel Manifesto just two years earlier now crumbled in the face of
pressure, opting to support their ‘own’ ruling class’s war efforts.
Lenin condemned the prominent Marxist leaders in Germany,
Austria and France for holding views that were “chauvinist,
bourgeois and liberal, and in no way socialist.”15 This bitter strategic
dispute was a catalyst to a split in the global working class
movement. The Second International was disbanded in 1916, and the
Third International (widely known as the Comintern) was
established in 1919 with its headquarters in Moscow. A century later
this rift – described by Lenin in his famous article Imperialism and the
Split in Socialism16 – remains a fundamental dividing line in the
international left. Broadly speaking, one side consists of a reformist
left inclined towards parliamentarism and collaboration with the
capitalist class; the other side consists of a revolutionary left inclined
towards an independent, internationalist working class line.

The theorists of Neither Washington nor Moscow in the 1940s insisted
that the Cold War was analogous to the European inter-imperialist
conflict of the 1910s; that the US-led bloc and the Soviet-led bloc
were competing imperialist powers and that it was impermissible
for socialists to ally with either of them. The characterisation of the
Soviet Union as imperialist was highly controversial within the
global left at the time, but prominent socialist thinkers led by Tony
Cliff of the Socialist Review Group (the precursor to the Socialist
Workers Party) argued strongly that “the logic of accumulation and



expansion” drove the Soviet leadership to take part in “external
global military competition”.17 Given Soviet imperialism and state
capitalism, “nothing short of a socialist revolution, led by the
working class, would be able to transform this situation”.18

The third camp has apparently survived the storm generated by
the collapse of the Soviet Union and simply pitched its tent a few
thousand kilometres southeast; Neither Washington nor Moscow has
reappeared as Neither Washington nor Beijing. Once again invoking
the spirit of the Bolsheviks, several prominent left organisations call
on the working class in the West to oppose both the US and China; to
fight imperialism in all its forms; to support workers’ struggle
everywhere to bring down capitalism. If their assumptions are
correct – if the New Cold War is indeed analogous to the situation
prevailing in Europe before WWI, if China is an imperialist country,
if the Chinese working class is ready to be mobilised in an
international revolutionary socialist alliance – then perhaps their
conclusion is also correct. I argue in this chapter that these
assumptions are not correct, that China is not an imperialist country;
that China is in fact a threat to the imperialist world system, and that
the correct position for the left to take with regard to the New Cold
War is to resolutely oppose the US and to support China.

Is China imperialist?
The position of opposing both the US and China relies mainly on the
premise that China is imperialist, and that the New Cold War is an
inter-imperialist war – a war in which “both belligerent camps are
fighting to oppress foreign countries or peoples.”19 If China can be
shown not to be an imperialist power, and if the New Cold War can
be shown not to be an inter-imperialist struggle, then the slogan
Neither Washington nor Beijing should be rejected.

What is imperialism? One definition is “the policy of extending the
rule or authority of an empire or nation over foreign countries, or of
acquiring and holding colonies and dependencies.”20 Although
vague, this incorporates the core concept of empire, hinted at by the
word’s etymology.

In his classic work Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism – the



first serious study of the phenomenon from a Marxist perspective –
Lenin states that, reduced to its “briefest possible definition”,
imperialism can be considered simply as “the monopoly stage of
capitalism”.21 Lenin notes that such a concise definition is necessarily
inadequate, and is only useful to the extent that it implies the
presence of five “basic features”: 1. Capitalism has developed to a
level where, in the main branches of producton, the only viable
businesses are those that have been able to concentrate a huge
quantity of capital, thereby forming monopolies.
2. The emergence of a “financial oligarchy” – essentially banks – as

the driving force of the economy.
3. Export of capital (foreign investment) as an important engine of

growth.
4. The formation of “international monopolist capitalist

associations which share the world among themselves”, the
equivalent of the modern multinational company.

5. The world’s territory has been completely divided up among
the capitalist powers; markets and resources around the globe
have been integrated into the capitalist world system.

A century later, Lenin’s definition remains a useful and relevant
description of the capitalist world. Indeed in some important ways it
is more apt than ever, given the further concentration of capital and
the domination of “generalised monopolies … which exert their
control over the productive systems of the periphery of global
capitalism.”22

However, a few months after the publication of Imperialism: The
Highest Stage of Capitalism, a new variable appeared in global politics,
in the form of a socialist camp. The socialist group of countries
(which at its peak comprised the bulk of the Eurasian land mass)
disrupted the imperialist system in a number of ways: most
obviously, it directly withdrew the socialist countries from that
system; it offered support to colonial and anti-imperialist liberation
movements, accelerating their victory; and it offered aid and
favourable trading relations to formerly colonised states that would



otherwise have little other option than to subject themselves to
neocolonial domination. The arrival of socialist state power in
Europe and Asia was, therefore, an unprecedented boon for the
cause of national sovereignty around the world. At the same time
and in equal measure, it was a setback for the imperialist world
system.

No longer is the world so cleanly divided into imperialist and
oppressed nations as it was before 1917. As such, Lenin’s five
features of imperialism can’t simply be used as a checklist for
answering the question of whether any given country is imperialist.
We have to answer the questions: does this country impose its
hegemony – military, political or economic – over other countries? Is
it engaged in a process of domination guided by economic interests?
Does it, in Samir Amin’s words, leverage “technological
development, access to natural resources, the global financial
system, dissemination of information, and weapons of mass
destruction” in order to dominate the planet and prevent the
emergence of any state or movement that could impede this
domination?23

If it can be proven that China seeks to dominate foreign markets
and resources; that it uses its growing economic strength to affect
political decisions in poorer countries; that it engages in wars (overt
or covert) to secure its own interests; it would then be reasonable to
conclude that China is indeed an imperialist country.

Crossing the Rubicon: at what point could China have
become imperialist?
If China is an imperialist power, when did it become one? At the
time Lenin was writing, China was unambiguously in the group of
oppressed countries, having been stripped of a large part of its
sovereignty by the colonial powers over the course of the preceding
80 years. One of the world-historic successes of the Chinese
Revolution was to end that domination and to establish the national
independence of the Chinese people.

The People’s Republic of China rejected the capitalist model and
set out on the journey towards communism – an economic system



envisioned by Marx as “an association of free men, working with the
means of production held in common, and expending their many
different forms of labour-power in full self-awareness as one single
social labour force.”24 Jumping directly from semi-feudal conditions
such as existed in pre-revolutionary China to a communist system of
production relations isn’t feasible, and what was established in
China in the 1950s was a mixed economy, with publicly-owned
industry and massive land reform as its key features. Feudalism was
comprehensively dismantled – another historic step forward, and
one that remains incomplete in most other parts of the Global South.
This mixed economy – which oscillated ‘left’ (with accelerated
collectivisation and a heavy emphasis on moral incentives) and
‘right’ (with the limited use of market mechanisms) – was anything
but imperialist. By no reasonable metric was it an example of
monopoly capitalism; China’s “export of capital” was limited largely
to foreign aid projects in Africa, most famously the Tazara Railway
linking Tanzania and Zambia, which aside from enabling regional
development, broke Zambia’s dependency on apartheid-ruled
territories (Rhodesia, South Africa, Mozambique).25

Following the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, the economic
reformers among the revolutionary leadership won the debate about
how to move the revolution forward, and China embarked upon a
course of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics – leveraging market
mechanisms, the profit motive, and foreign investment (within a
context of central planning and heavy regulation) in order to rapidly
develop the productive forces and pave the way for a better quality
of life for hundreds of millions of Chinese people. Private business
became increasingly important, and parts of the economy took on an
essentially capitalist character. But again, not even the most hardline
third-campist could consider China in the 1980s and 1990s an
imperialist country. It exported precious little capital; rather, it was
the recipient of enormous volumes of foreign capital, from Japan,
Taiwan, Hong Kong, the US and Europe. In a controlled, limited and
strategic way, China opened itself up to exploitation by the
imperialist powers so as to develop its technological capacity and
insert itself into global value chains.



So inasmuch as China is imperialist, this must be a phenomenon of
the last 20 years, in which period China’s sustained GDP growth has
resulted in it becoming the largest economy in the world (in
purchasing power parity (PPP) terms) and a technological
powerhouse. Certainly China has its fair share of monopolies that
deploy extraordinary quantities of capital. Outgoing FDI has
increased by an order of magnitude, albeit starting from a very small
base. The number of Chinese firms operating globally has grown at
an estimated 16 percent a year since 2010.26 China’s foreign direct
investment outflows stand at around 145 billion USD, slightly less
than Germany and Japan, slightly more than the UK.27 In terms of
FDI outflows ratio to GDP (ie the importance of capital export to the
national economy as a whole), the value for China is 0.7 percent – a
similar level to Italy, and far less than Ireland, Canada, Japan and
Sweden. It would be difficult to make a case for labelling China
imperialist on the basis of its foreign investment alone.

In a long piece for Counterfire, Dragan Plavšić poses the question of
whether China is a socialist force for good or an imperial
superpower in the making. Concluding the latter, he claims that
China’s global expansion is “merely the latest example of a road
well-travelled by other major economies such as Britain, Germany
and the US, as they too expanded beyond their national limits in
order to take competitive advantage of global trade and investment
opportunities.” Moreover, “the competitive logic that motivated
them is not qualitatively different from the one motivating China
today.”28

Competition demands relentless innovation, which tends to reduce
the role of human labour in the production process. In Marxist
terms, that means reducing the ratio of variable capital to constant
capital – spending relatively less on human labour power and
relatively more on machinery, materials, fuel, and so on.29 Given that
variable capital is, ultimately, the component of capital that creates
new value, the declining proportion of variable capital leads to a
tendency of the rate of profit to fall.30 Historically, the capitalist class
has sought to compensate for declining rates of profit with ferocious
expansion, capturing new markets and lowering the costs of



production. This is the economic engine at the heart of imperialism.
The problem with Plavšić’s analysis is that the “well-travelled

road” taken by Britain, Germany and the US is no longer open. By
the time Lenin was writing – a century ago – the world was already
“completely divided up, so that in the future only redivision is
possible”. That is, country A can only dominate country B by
displacing country C; the means for this process is war and military
conquest. Since China’s record remains remarkably peaceful, it’s
evident that inasmuch as China has a path to becoming an
imperialist power, it is by no means the “well-travelled” one. Noam
Chomsky, by no measure an ideological adherent of the CPC, pokes
fun at the idea that China would become an aggressive military
power on the order of the US, “with 800 overseas military bases,
invading and overthrowing other governments, or committing
terrorist acts… I think this will not, and cannot, happen in China…
China is not assuming the role of an aggressor with a large military
budget, etc.”31

Further, the structure of the Chinese economy is such that it doesn’t
impel the domination of foreign markets, territories, resources and
labour in the same way as free market capitalism does. The major
banks – which obviously wield a decisive influence over how capital
is deployed – are majority-owned by the state, responsible primarily
not to shareholders but to the Chinese people. The key industries are
dominated by state-owned companies and subjected to heavy
regulation by a state that doesn’t have private profit maximisation as
its primary objective. The economist Arthur Kroeber describes China
as “an economy where the state remains firmly in command, not
least through its control of ‘commanding heights’ state enterprises,
but where market tools are used to improve efficiency.”32 In
summary, the Chinese economy fulfils much the same function now
as it did in 1953, when Mao described it as existing “not chiefly to
make profits for the capitalists but to meet the needs of the people
and the state”.33

Li Zhongjin and David Kotz assert that while “China’s capitalists
have the same drive toward imperialism of capitalists everywhere,”
this drive is restrained by a CPC government which “has no need to



aim for imperial domination to achieve its economic aims.” While
capitalists are represented within the CPC, there is “no evidence that
capitalists now control the CPC or can dictate state policy”; hence
“the Chinese capitalist class lacks the power to compel the CPC to
seek imperial domination.”34

As such, the prospect of foreign domination does not have the
same gravitational pull on the Chinese economy as it did/does on
the economies of Britain, the US, Japan and others. Nor do the
objective conditions exist for China to establish even an informal
empire without direct military confrontation with the existing
imperialist powers. The CPC was serious when it declared at its 17th
Party Congress in 2007 that China “will never seek to engage in
hegemony or empire expansion.”35 This was reiterated by Xi Jinping
in his work report to the 20th Party Congress in 2022: “No matter
what stage of development it reaches, China will never seek
hegemony or engage in expansionism.”36 The Chinese government
actively positions itself in the Global South, as a socialist country
that stands in solidarity with the developing world, and this outlook
structures its foreign policy.

Nevertheless, China stands accused of imperialist behaviour on
several fronts, notably its economic relationship with Africa, its
economic relationship with Latin America, its vast Belt and Road
infrastructure programme, and its behaviour in the South China Sea.
I will address each of these.



China and Africa



A brief timeline
After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China in 1949,
the Chinese leadership moved quickly to create bonds of solidarity
between China and the African liberation movements. China was a
leading supporter of the Algerian war of liberation and an early
supporter of the South African struggle against white minority rule.
Nelson Mandela recounts in Long Walk to Freedom that he
encouraged Walter Sisulu, then secretary-general of the African
National Congress, to visit China in 1953 in order to “discuss with
the Chinese the possibility of supplying us with weapons for an
armed struggle.”37 The links made during this trip laid the ground
for the establishment in the early 1960s of a Chinese military training
programme for the newly-founded uMkhonto we Sizwe - the ANC’s
armed wing. As an aside, two currently serving African heads of
state received military training in China in the 1960s, at a time when
their people were fighting for liberation: Eritrean president Isaias
Afwerki and Zimbabwean president Emmerson Mnangagwa.

Chinese premier Zhou Enlai conducted a landmark tour of ten
African nations between December 1963 and January 1964, during
which he consolidated China’s anti-imperialist solidarity with some
of the leading post-colonial African states. A few years later, China
provided the financing and knowhow for the construction of the
Tazara Railway, which runs 1,860km from Dar es Salaam, the then
Tanzanian capital and seaport, to central Zambia. Built with the
primary purposes of fomenting economic development and helping
Zambia to break its economic dependence on the apartheid states of
Rhodesia and South Africa, the Tazara has been described as “the
first infrastructure project conceived on a pan-African scale”.38 It
remains an enduring symbol of China’s friendship with independent
Africa.

Well into the 1980s, dozens of large state farms were built in Africa
as part of the Chinese aid programme – in Tanzania, Zimbabwe,
Mali, Congo Brazzaville, Guinea and elsewhere. Deborah Brautigam
notes that, however, “during the 1970s and 1980s, the Chinese aid
program shifted to emphasise much smaller demonstration farms,



working with local farmers to teach rice farming and vegetable
cultivation.”39

In the 1980s and 90s, partly reflecting shifting priorities in China
and partly in response to data indicating that many of the aid-
constructed projects were no longer working very well (if at all),
China started to put its engagement with Africa on a more
commercial footing, focusing on mutually beneficial deals and joint
ventures. China has since become Africa’s largest trading partner,
with a total trade volume of $254 billion in 2021,40 well ahead of the
US-Africa figure of $64 billion.41

In addition to trade, China also provides vast low-cost loans for
infrastructure projects, with Chinese banks now accounting for
around a fifth of all lending to Africa.42 A 2018 article in the
Guardian notes that “some 40 percent of the Chinese loans paid for
power projects, and another 30 percent went on modernising
transport infrastructure. The loans were at comparatively low
interest rates and with long repayment periods.” The article
continues: “Chinese infrastructure projects stretch all the way to
Angola and Nigeria, with ports planned along the coast from Dakar
to Libreville and Lagos. Beijing has also signalled its support for the
African Union’s proposal of a pan-African high-speed rail
network.”43

Imperialism doesn’t look like this Chinese investment in,
and trade with, Africa is stimulating development,
industrialisation, technological know-how and
modernisation. Chinese investment has made possible a
fast-expanding infrastructure network that will underpin
African economic development for generations to come.
This includes railways, schools, hospitals, roads, ports,
factories and airports, along with “new tarmac roads
linking major regional hubs, including the various
townships with proper connection to large cities”.44

Thanks in no small part to Chinese finance and expertise, Ethiopia



in 2015 celebrated the opening of the first metro train system in sub-
Saharan Africa,45 along with Africa’s first fully electrified cross-
border railway line, the Ethiopia-Djibouti electric railway.46 The
African Union headquarters in Addis Ababa was funded by the
Chinese government as a gift to the AU.47 China is also building the
headquarters of the Economic Community of West African States
(Ecowas) in Abuja, Nigeria,48 and in 2022 gifted a new parliament
building to the government of Zimbabwe.49 The new headquarters of
the Africa Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (Africa CDC),
again funded by China, was opened in January 2023.50

US-based academic Joel Wendland-Liu observes that
“electrification projects in several countries such as DR Congo,
Ghana, and other sub-Saharan African countries, along with
considerable successes in railway projects in East Africa and Angola,
are moving the needle on the relation between poor infrastructure
and low growth rates.”51

Nonetheless, in recent years there has been a seemingly endless
stream of articles about Chinese imperialism in Africa. Western
journalists and politicians tell us that China has become a new
colonial power; that China is attempting to dominate African land
and resources; that Africa is becoming entangled in a Beijing-devised
debt trap; that Chinese investment in Africa only benefits China.

Deborah Brautigam, Professor of Political Economy and Director of
the China Africa Research Initiative at Johns Hopkins University’s
School of Advanced International Studies, has done extensive
research on the question of China’s engagement with Africa. On the
basis of this research, she has been able to authoritatively debunk
some of the most popular myths. For example in response to the
trope that Chinese companies only employ Chinese workers,
Brautigam notes: “Surveys of employment on Chinese projects in
Africa repeatedly find that three-quarters or more of the workers are,
in fact, local.” Meanwhile, “Africans are being invited to Chinese
universities. China is offering scholarships. When Africans are
thinking about technology and skills, they are thinking of China as a
valid option.”52

Regarding the so-called debt trap, Brautigam’s research team



found that: China had lent at least $95.5 billion between 2000 and
2015. That’s a lot of debt. Yet by and large, the Chinese loans in our
database were performing a useful service: financing Africa’s serious
infrastructure gap. On a continent where over 600 million Africans
have no access to electricity, 40 percent of the Chinese loans paid for
power generation and transmission. Another 30 percent went to
modernising Africa’s crumbling transport infrastructure... On the
whole, power and transport are investments that boost economic
growth. And we found that Chinese loans generally have
comparatively low interest rates and long repayment periods.
Indeed the reluctance of Western development banks to take on risky
loans means there’s major demand for Chinese loans. And China
tends to be more flexible with debt relief, restructuring and
cancelling unsustainable payments.53

A 2022 report by the charity Debt Justice found that “African
governments owe three times more debt to Western banks, asset
managers and oil traders than to China.”54 The study found that only
12 percent of Africa’s external debt was owed to Chinese lenders,
and furthermore that interest rates on Chinese loans were typically
around half those on Western private loans. “The average interest
rate on private sector loans is 5 per cent, compared to 2.7 per cent on
loans from Chinese public and private lenders.”

Regarding accusations of a ‘land grab’, Brautigam writes that the
various stories about wealthy Chinese buying up large tracts of
African land in order to grow food for China “turned out to be
mostly myths… China is not a dominant investor in plantation
agriculture in Africa, in contrast to how it is often portrayed.”55

Western establishment figures enthusiastically embrace the idea of
China being an imperialist power, for the obvious reasons that it
diverts attention from their own imperialism and helps promote
disunity and mistrust within the Global South. Hillary Clinton says
China is engaged in a “new colonialism” in Africa.56 John Bolton
believes China is using “predatory practices” to stunt Africa’s
growth.57 Yet these ideas are not exclusive to the professional
defenders of imperialism. Adrian Budd, writing in Socialist Review
(purveyors of finest Third Camp ideology since 1950), states



unequivocally that China is imperialist and complains that “Chinese
investment in Africa, long dominated by Western imperialism, was
$36 billion in 2016 against the US’s $3.6 billion, Britain’s $2.4 billion
and France’s $2.1 billion.”58

But there’s no equals sign between investment and imperialism –
Angola is not an imperialist power in Portugal, in spite of its
extensive investments there.59 China’s investments in Africa are
welcomed in the recipient countries, because they serve to address
critical gaps in infrastructure and finance. Deals are conducted on
the basis of sovereignty and equality, without coercion. Progressive
Greek economist and former government minister Yanis Varoufakis
notes that “the Chinese are non-interventionist in a way that
Westerners have never managed to fathom… They don’t seem to
have any military ambitions… Instead of going into Africa with
troops, killing people like the West has done… they went to Addis
Ababa and said to the government, ‘we can see you have some
problems with your infrastructure; we would like to build some new
airports, upgrade your railway system, create a telephone system,
and rebuild your roads.’”60 Varoufakis – who prefaces his remarks by
noting that he is by no means a supporter of the CPC – posits that
the reason for this offer was not pure charity but rather to build trust
with the Ethiopian government so as to be well positioned to be
awarded oil contracts. Nonetheless, it is a fundamentally different
approach to doing business than that adopted by Europeans and
North Americans over the course of centuries.

Chinese loans are not conditional on countries imposing austerity
or privatisation. Indeed the availability of alternative sources of
funding means that debtor countries are not forced to accept the
unfair terms that have been imposed by Western financial
institutions for so long. As former South African minister of trade
and industry Rob Davies put it, China’s expanding presence in
Africa “can only be a good thing … because it means that we don’t
have to sign on the dotted line whatever is shoved under our noses
any longer … We now have alternatives and that’s to our benefit.”61

Martin Jacques addresses this issue in his book When China Rules
the World: Chinese aid has far fewer strings attached than that of



Western nations and institutions. While the IMF and the World Bank
have insisted, in accord with their Western-inspired ideological
agenda, on the liberalisation of foreign trade, privatisation and a
reduced role for the state, the Chinese stance is far less restrictive
and doctrinaire.”
Jacques points out that the Chinese emphasis on respect for
sovereignty is “a principle they regard to be inviolable and which is
directly related to their own historical experience during the ‘century
of humiliation’”.62

The expanding infrastructure investment is enabling development of
countries that have been forcibly underdeveloped by the imperialist
powers.63 For example, Chiponda Chibelu notes that “in the last
decade, African countries have largely turned to China to help them
build and expand their digital infrastructure,” having “received little
support from Western governments for technology infrastructure.”64

China is actively encouraging the Information and Communication
(ICT) revolution in Africa.

Meanwhile Chinese companies are investing in green development
projects throughout the continent – and indeed the world. China has
been the top investor in clean energy for nine out of the last ten
years, according to the Frankfurt School of Finance and
Management.65 The Chinese Academy of Sciences is heavily
involved in supporting research projects in Africa, including
agronomic research aimed at ending food shortages.66 Tens of
thousands of African students attend universities in China, which
now offers “more university scholarships to African students than
the leading western governments combined”.67 Mohamed Hassan,
president of the World Academy of Sciences, says that China is
“doing better than any other country for Africa” when it comes to
training scholars.68

Overall, rising Chinese investment and trade has been welcomed
by African countries and is playing an important role in the
continent’s development. As the Zambian economist Dambisa Moyo
writes, “the motivation for the host countries is not complicated:
they need infrastructure, and they need to finance projects that can
unlock economic growth… This is the genius of the China strategy:



every country gets what it wants… China, of course, gains access to
commodities, but host countries get the loans to finance
infrastructure developmental programs in their economies, they get
to trade (creating incomes for their domestic citizenry), and they get
investments that can support much-needed job creation.”69

China has adhered firmly to its ‘five-no’ approach as outlined by
President Xi at the 2018 Beijing Summit of the Forum on China-
Africa Cooperation: “No interference in African countries’ internal
affairs; no imposition of our will on African countries; no attachment
of political strings to assistance to Africa; and no seeking of selfish
political gains in investment and financing cooperation with
Africa.”70 Africa has known imperialism, and it doesn’t look like this.

So China’s engagement with Africa bears very little resemblance to
the “well-travelled road” of Britain, France, Portugal, Belgium,
Germany and the US. Under European colonialism and
neocolonialism, Africa remained in much the same state as was
described by Marx in 1867: “A new and international division of
labour springs up, one suited to the requirements of the main
industrial countries, and it converts one part of the globe into a
chiefly agricultural field of production for supplying the other part,
which remains a pre-eminently industrial field.”71 As Liberia’s
former Minister of Public Works W Gyude Moore writes, under
European colonialism “there has never been a continental-scale
infrastructure building program for Africa’s railways, roads, ports,
water filtration plants and power stations”; meanwhile “China has
built more infrastructure in Africa in two decades than the West has
in centuries.”72

On this question, the Senegalese-American musician Akon
demonstrates a far greater insight than the third campists when he
states that “no one has done more to benefit Africa than the
Chinese.”73



China and Latin America
Most Latin American countries won their formal independence from
Spanish and Portuguese colonialism in the 19th century, but they
found themselves in the shadow of an incipient North American
imperialism. The Monroe Doctrine, first articulated by President
James Monroe in 1823, denounced European colonialism and
interference in the Western Hemisphere, not on the basis of anti-
colonial principle but with a view to buttressing US hegemonic
designs. Since that time, the US has tended to consider Latin
America as its ‘backyard’ – a collection of countries subjected to the
control (direct or indirect) of Washington.74

Eduardo Galeano wrote that the transition from colonialism to
neocolonialism made little difference to Latin America’s position
within the global capitalist economy. “Everything from the discovery
until our times has always been transmuted into European – or later,
United States – capital, and as such has accumulated on distant
centres of power. Everything: the soil, its fruits and its mineral-rich
depths, the people and their capacity to work and to consume,
natural resources and human resources.”75

Galeano’s words were written half a century ago, but they still ring
true. The US continues with its hegemonic strategy in relation to
Latin America; a strategy which seeks to make the region’s land,
natural resources, labour and markets subservient to the needs of US
monopoly capital. The US has shown a consistent interest in
Mexican labour, in Chilean copper, in Brazilian land; but it has been
indifferent to the needs of the people of these countries for
development, for a decent standard of living, for social justice. And
when the US fails to get what it wants through quiet pressure and
economic coercion, it does not hesitate to use force, for example
supporting coups against the elected governments of Bolivia,76 Peru77

and Venezuela,78 or imposing illegal sanctions on Nicaragua79 and
Cuba.80

As a result, Latin America continues to suffer significant
underdevelopment in many areas. The emergence of China as a
major investor and trading partner is therefore proving to be



indispensable for the region’s economic progress.
In the last two decades, economic links between Latin America and

the People’s Republic of China have been expanding at a dizzying
rate. Bilateral trade in 2000 was just 12 billion USD (1 percent of
Latin American’s total trade); now it stands at 430 billion USD.81 In
the same time period, China’s foreign direct investment in Latin
America has increased by a factor of five.82

Since the launch of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) in 2013, 21 of
the 33 countries in the Latin American and Caribbean region have
signed up to the China-led global infrastructure development
strategy. Infrastructure projects have been a particular focus for
Chinese firms.

Chinese investment has been widely recognised across the region
for its positive economic and social impact, particularly in terms of
facilitating government projects to reduce poverty and inequality.
Kevin Gallagher, in his important book The China Triangle, writes that
“Venezuela has been actively spending public funds to expand social
inclusion to the country’s poor. The country … was able to fund such
expenditures given the high price of oil in the 2000s – and due to the
joint fund with China.”83

Chinese firms have also been investing heavily in infrastructure
projects in Latin America, as well as becoming the continent’s largest
creditor and lead trading partner. Max Nathanson observes that
“Latin American governments have long lamented their countries’
patchy infrastructure” and that China has “stepped in with a
solution: roughly $150 billion loaned to Latin American countries
since 2005.”84 The emergence of Chinese economic involvement in
Latin America inspired then-US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson – not
widely known for his boundless anti-imperialist spirit – to accuse
China of being a “new imperial power … using economic statecraft
to pull the region into its orbit.”85

However, China’s role in Latin America is not considered to be
‘imperialist’ by the representatives of the working class and
oppressed masses in that continent. For example, the late Hugo
Chávez visited China six times over the course of his 13 years as
President of Venezuela and was a strong proponent of China-



Venezuela relations. He considered China to be a key partner in the
struggle for a new world, memorably stating: “We’ve been
manipulated to believe that the first man on the moon was the most
important event of the 20th century. But no, much more important
things happened, and one of the greatest events of the 20th century
was the Chinese revolution.”86

The Chávez government and its successor have always encouraged
Chinese economic engagement with Venezuela, and have never
considered it to be imperialist. On the contrary, Chávez considered
that an alliance with China constituted a bulwark against
imperialism – a “Great Wall against American hegemonism.”87

Chinese financing has been crucial for development projects in
energy, mining, industry, technology, communications, transport,
housing and culture,88 and has thus played a key role in the
improvement in the living conditions of the Venezuelan poor over
the last two decades. Kevin Gallagher writes that Venezuela’s
unprecedented anti-poverty programmes were made possible by a
combination of “the high price of oil in the 2000s and … the joint
fund with China.”89 Across the continent, the “China Boom” from
2003-13 “helped erase the increases in inequality in Latin America
that accrued during the Washington Consensus period.”90

A crucial difference between Chinese and Western investment –
between Latin America’s “China Boom” and the Washington
Consensus – is that “when Chinese banks do come, they do not
impose policy conditionalities of any kind, in keeping with their
general foreign policy of nonintervention.”91 Rather, Chinese
investors treat borrower countries as equals and work to design
mutually beneficial deals. Since Chinese loans don’t come with
punishing conditions of austerity and privatisation, Latin American
governments have been able to leverage China’s investment and
purchase of primary commodities to spend at an unprecedented rate
on reducing poverty and inequality.

Chávez spoke plainly about the difference between China and the
imperialist powers: “China is large but it’s not an empire. China
doesn’t trample on anyone, it hasn’t invaded anyone, it doesn’t go
around dropping bombs on anyone.”92 This dynamic continues.



Comparing the attitude taken towards Venezuela by the US and
China, then Foreign Minister Jorge Arreaza stated that “our country
is under permanent attack and aggression from the United States of
America… Thank God humanity can count on the People’s Republic
of China to guarantee peace or at least less conflict.” Arreaza
described the trade and investment deals between China and
Venezuela as being set up in a “just, fair and equal manner.”93

Fidel Castro – no slouch in the anti-imperialist department –
thoroughly rejected the notion that China was an imperialist power.
“China has objectively become the most promising hope and the best
example for all Third World countries … an important element of
balance, progress and safeguard of world peace and stability.”94

China’s assistance and friendship has proven invaluable to socialist
Cuba; China is now the island’s second largest trading partner and
its main source of technical assistance.95

China also established strong relations with Bolivia under the
government of Evo Morales. Speaking at an event of the No Cold War
campaign, Bolivian journalist Ollie Vargas talked about China’s role
in launching Bolivia’s first telecoms satellite: “Bolivia is a small
country, it doesn’t have the expertise to launch a rocket into space, so
it worked with China to launch the satellite which now provides
internet and phone signal to all corners of the country, from the
Amazon to the Andes, and here in the working class areas of the big
cities.”96 Vargas said that the project had been a positive model of
mutually beneficial cooperation, as China brought expertise and
investment but it didn’t seek to take ownership of the final product;
the satellite belongs to the Bolivian people.

As with Africa, accusations of Chinese imperialism in Latin
America don’t stand up to scrutiny. China trades with Latin
America; China invests in Latin America; but China is not
attempting to dominate Latin America or compromise its
sovereignty.



Belt and Road
The Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) is a global infrastructure
development strategy proposed by China in 2013. Unprecedented in
scope, the BRI seeks to revive the original Silk Road – a vast trading
network that arose during the Han Dynasty (206 BCE – 220 CE) and
which connected China with India, Central Asia and further afield.
The BRI seeks to promote global economic integration and
cooperation via the construction of vast numbers of roads, railways,
bridges, factories, ports, airports, energy infrastructure and
telecommunications systems, all of which will enable deeper
integration of markets and more efficient allocation of resources.

As of 2022, 150 countries and 32 international organisations have
signed cooperation agreements to join the BRI.97 BRI investment
projects “are estimated to add over USD 1 trillion of outward
funding for foreign infrastructure” in the ten years from 2017.98

The basic economic motivation of the BRI is to drive growth
through expanding cooperation and coordination across borders. As
Chinese economist Justin Yifu Lin puts it, “the greater the division of
labour, the higher the economy’s productivity. But the division of
labour is limited by market size. So the larger the market, the more
specialised the labour.”99

Politically, the project fits into China’s longstanding approach of
using economic integration to increase the cost (and thereby reduce
the likelihood) of confrontation. Peter Nolan writes that “China is in
a position to make use of its rich experience in domestic
infrastructure construction in order to make a major contribution to
the development of the Silk Road in Central and Southeast Asia.” A
key political byproduct of this is “stimulating harmonious relations
between the countries.”100

China is uniquely well placed to be the driving force of such a
project, given its size, its location, and the nature of its economy. The
Portuguese politician and academic Bruno Maçães observes that the
essentially planned nature of the Chinese economy, with the state
“firmly in charge of the financial system”, has enabled China to act
quickly and decisively, directing immense financial resources



towards BRI projects.101 Chinese engineering expertise is already
opening up some of the most difficult terrains in the world for roads
and railways, for example.

Ashley Smith and Kevin Lin, writing in the Democratic Socialists
of America (DSA)’s Socialist Forum, consider that the BRI is
“unmistakably imperialist”, picking items out of the Imperialism, the
Highest Stage of Capitalism grab bag in order to prove their case.
China is attempting to “export its vast surplus capacity, secure raw
materials for its booming economy, and find new markets for its
products.”102 They claim that the BRI is locking entire countries into
“dependent development”, even “de-industrialising some countries
like Brazil and reducing all to serving the needs of Chinese
capitalism.”

This latter critique is more Mike Pompeo than Vladimir Lenin, and
connects to an emerging New Cold War policy of blaming all
economic problems on China. It’s certainly the case that more open
markets render some businesses unviable, but overall China’s
emergence as Brazil’s largest trading partner has been beneficial for
the people of both countries. Indeed Brazil’s foreign minister under
Lula from 2003-10, Celso Amorim, considered the blossoming China-
Brazil relationship to be at the heart of a “reconfiguration of the
world’s commercial and diplomatic geography.”103

If the BRI truly seeks to impose “dependent development”, it’s
perhaps surprising that nearly every country in the Global South has
signed up to it – including 43 out of 46 countries in sub-Saharan
Africa.104 Surely not all turkeys are voting for Christmas? In reality,
most countries are highly favourable towards the BRI because it
offers exactly what they need, and exactly what global imperialism
has been impeding for centuries: development. For example, just 43
percent of people in Africa have access to electricity.105 The road and
rail networks are badly underdeveloped. Hundreds of years of a
European ‘civilising mission’ in Africa have brought all of the misery
of modern capitalism with very little of the progress.

Belt and Road projects are establishing an essential framework for
economic development and are thereby creating the conditions for
formerly colonised countries to break out of dependency, to evade the



economic coercion perpetrated by the US and its allies. The larger
part of the reason that the Washington Consensus – the imposition of
‘shock doctrine’ economics – has been broken is the availability of
alternative financing, particularly from Chinese or China-led
development banks; even the IMF and World Bank have had to scale
back their loan conditionalities, as debtor countries now have better
options. Kevin Gallagher notes that, for example, Latin American
leaders “have been reluctant to further bind their economies to
Washington Consensus policies – in large part because they believe
they have an alternative in China.”106

While much noise has been made in the West in relation to “debt
trap diplomacy” along the Belt and Road, the actual situation is that
“virtually every study that looks at the terms of developing country
debt sees developed country lending as more onerous than that of
China.”107 Responding to accusations that China had created a Belt
and Road ‘debt trap’ in Pakistan, the Chinese ambassador noted that
42 percent of Pakistan’s debt is to multilateral institutions and that
Chinese preferential loans only constitute 10 percent.108 Writing in
The Atlantic, Deborah Brautigam and Meg Rithmire debunk the debt
trap narrative, forensically examining its canonical example: that of
the Hambantota port in Sri Lanka.109 Brautigam and Rithmire
comment that the idea of a cynical China hoodwinking naïve
governments in the Global South “wrongfully portrays both Beijing
and the developing countries it deals with”; indeed it contains an
element of racism, the idea that the majority of countries in Africa,
Asia and Latin America are lining up to be bamboozled by a Chinese
colonialism that’s so cunning as to not even require gunboats.

The BRI unquestionably promotes globalisation, but globalisation
and imperialism are not the same thing. The original Silk Road was
“the epicentre of one of the first waves of globalisation, connecting
eastern and western markets, spurring immense wealth, and
intermixing cultural and religious traditions. Valuable Chinese silk,
spices, jade, and other goods moved west while China received gold
and other precious metals, ivory, and glass products.”110 This is
evidently a form of globalisation, but without the domination and
coercion that characterise imperialism. The development of trade,



building of infrastructure and expansion of friendly cooperation are
all in the interests of the peoples of the participating countries. To
compare such a process to imperialism as practised by Western
Europe, North America and Japan is an insult to the hundreds of
millions throughout Africa, Asia, the Middle East, Latin America
and the Caribbean that have endured the misery of colonial and
neocolonial subjugation. The Western powers are certainly
concerned about the Belt and Road, given its “practical significance
of shifting the world’s centre of gravity from the Atlantic to the
Pacific”, in the words of Henry Kissinger.111 But that ought not to be
anything for socialists to be afraid of.

South China Sea
China’s “military expansionism” in the South China Sea is another
oft-cited example of Chinese imperialism. China claims sovereignty
over the bulk of the South China Sea, and in recent years has stepped
up its naval operations and its construction of artificial islands in the
area. Chinese claims overlap in several places with those of Brunei,
Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and Vietnam.

Amitai Etzioni points out that China’s claims in the South China
Sea, while extensive and ambitious, are not particularly unusual. For
example, “Canada, Russia, Denmark, and Norway have made
overlapping claims to the North Pole and the Arctic Ocean, and have
conducted exploratory expeditions and military exercises in the
region to strengthen their positions.”112 Even in the South China Sea
itself, other countries put forward ambitious claims and engage in
military construction. Jude Woodward observed that China’s island-
building was carried out largely in response to the actions taken by
other states in the region: “In its actions on these disputed islands,
China can with justice argue that it has done no more than others…
It [is] rarely mentioned that Taiwan has long had an airstrip on
Taiping, Malaysia on Swallow Reef, Vietnam on Spratly Island and
the Philippines on Thitu.”113

China’s interest in the South China Sea islands isn’t new, nor is it
linked to the discovery of natural resources in or around those
islands, as is often claimed.114 These are largely uninhabitable islands



that have been important stopping points for Chinese ships for at
least 2,000 years; China has regarded the islands as its own since the
time of the Han Dynasty.

The purpose of China’s assertion of sovereignty over much of the
South China Sea has nothing to do with “expansionism” and
everything to do with ensuring its economic and military security.
Robert Kaplan writes that the South China Sea is “uniquely crucial”
for China’s interests – “as central to Asia as the Mediterranean is to
Europe”.115 Its bases at sea have no impact on shipping or ordinary
peaceful activities, but are aimed at reducing its strategic
vulnerability and preventing any attempt by hostile powers to
impose a blockade. Given the continued US militarisation of the
region, and its open attempt to create a Pacific alliance against
China, this is more than just a hypothetical issue. For example, the
only major shipping route from the South China Sea to the Indian
Ocean is through the Malacca Strait; if the US were allowed the
unadulterated control of the oceans that it seeks, it would be in a
position to quickly cut off China’s energy supplies.

Peter Frankopan writes:

China’s present and future depends on being able to ensure
that it can get what it needs, safely, securely and without
interruption – and ensuring that those who are keen to
manage or curtail economic growth are prevented from being
able to threaten routes to and from markets elsewhere in the
world.116

Concerns about Chinese expansionism in the Pacific are misplaced
and hypocritical, given the rights asserted by the US, Britain, France
and others in the region. Under the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), passed in 1992 – but which, notably,
the United States has refused to sign – each nation is awarded an
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of 200 nautical miles around its
territory. An EEZ accords special rights regarding the exploration
and use of marine resources, including energy production from
water and wind. Peter Nolan observes that, under this system,



China’s undisputed EEZ is just under a million square kilometres.117

Meanwhile France has 10 million, the US 10 million, and the UK 6
million square kilometres’ EEZ, the result of persisting colonial
outposts. Britain’s overseas territory includes the Falklands
(Malvinas), South Sandwich Islands, British Virgin Islands, Cayman
Islands, Monserrat, British Indian Ocean Territory and the Pitcairns –
all many thousands of miles away from Britain. The Pitcairn Islands,
a group of four volcanic islands in the South Pacific, with a
combined human population of 70, provide Britain with a similar
Pacific EEZ to that of China – which has a population of 1.4 billion.
Inasmuch as there’s a pressing issue of maritime colonialism that we
should take a stand on, this is surely a far stronger candidate than
China’s claims.

There are several thorny longstanding territorial issues in the South
China Sea, which will take time and goodwill to resolve. They can
only be resolved primarily by the countries in the region themselves.
The increasing US-led militarisation of the region, the deliberate
stoking of relatively dormant disputes, and the ‘freedom of
navigation’ patrols – totally unnecessary given that “more than
100,000 vessels pass through the South China Sea every year [and in]
no single case has freedom of navigation been affected”118 – only
serve to escalate tensions, increase China’s perceived threat level,
and delay resolution. Indeed the US’s actions (fully supported by
Britain,119 needless to say) are creating one of the most complex and
fragile flashpoints in the world today. To complain of Chinese
expansionism in the South China Sea is to wade into dangerous
waters precisely on the side of US hegemonism. The key demand for
the peace movement and for anti-imperialists must be for an end to
US-led militarisation of the region, along with support for peaceful
dialogue between the countries with competing territorial claims (an
example of this is the negotiating framework for a code of conduct in
the South China Sea agreed by China and ASEAN in 2017).120

Multipolarity is a prerequisite for socialist advance The
slogan Neither Washington nor Beijing, but international



socialism is an emphatic statement that the global
working class can’t hope to advance towards socialism
by associating itself with either the US or China; that the
rivalry between the two is inter-imperialist in character;
that both countries promote a model of international
relations designed solely to further their own hegemonic
interests.

I have made a detailed case above that China is not imperialist;
indeed China’s foreign policy is a component of the struggle against
imperialism, and creates space for global socialist advance.

In the 1950s and 60s, revolutionary China pursued an
unambiguously revolutionary anti-imperialist foreign policy,
providing crucial support for liberation movements in Vietnam,
Algeria, Mozambique, Zimbabwe and elsewhere.121 Just a year after
the declaration of the PRC, the Chinese People’s Volunteer Army
crossed the Yalu River in order to aid the people of Korea against the
genocidal war launched by the US and its allies.122 Three million
Chinese fought in that war, and an estimated 180,000 lost their lives.
Although the fierce ideological dispute between China and the
Soviet Union led to China taking some objectively reactionary
positions (most notably in Angola and Afghanistan), the guiding
principle of Chinese foreign policy was militant anti-imperialism.

In the early 1970s, after over two decades of intense hostility, a
window of opportunity opened for improved China-US relations.
This laid the ground for China to regain its seat at the United
Nations in 1971 and, at the end of the decade, the establishment of
formal diplomatic relations with the US. With the start of the
economic reform in 1978, China urgently sought foreign investment
from, and trade with, Southeast Asia, Japan and the US. The need to
create a favourable business environment led to the adoption of a
“good neighbour policy”, which included dialling down support for
communist-led armed struggle in Malaysia, Burma, Thailand, the
Philippines and elsewhere. Deng Xiaoping’s recommendation to
“hide our capabilities and bide our time” meant, in essence, China



minding its own business and focussing on its internal development.
Over the last 20-plus years, and the last decade in particular,

however, China has become more active in its foreign policy, with a
strong focus on multipolarity: “a pattern of multiple centres of
power, all with a certain capacity to influence world affairs, shaping
a negotiated order.”123 Such a world order is specifically non-
hegemonic; it aims to transition from a US-dominated unipolar
world order to a more equal system of international relations in
which big powers and regional blocs cooperate and compete. The
interdependence between the different powers, and their
comparable levels of strength, increases the cost and risk of conflict,
thereby promoting peace. In the words of Columbia University
professor Jeffrey Sachs, this is “a multipolar world in which each
region has its own issues and role in global politics” and where “no
country and no single region can any longer determine the fate of
others.”124

Although the multipolar narrative doesn’t make explicit reference
to anti-imperialism, it’s clear that a multipolar world implies the
negation of the US hegemonist project for military and economic
control of the planet. As such, its basic character is anti-imperialist,
which is why it is treated with such contempt in US policy circles; it
represents a world that looks very different from “global American
leadership”, a world where the US is no longer “without peer in its
ability to project power around the world.”125

As discussed above, the very fact that China exists as a source of
investment and finance is a major boost to the countries of the
developing world (and indeed parts of Europe), which no longer
have to accept punishing austerity and privatisation as conditions
for emergency loans. Jenny Clegg writes that “developing countries
as a whole may find, in the opportunities created by China’s rise,
more room for flexibility to follow their own mix of state and
market, and even to explore the socialist experiments they were
forced to abandon by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) in the
1980s.”126 This is an important point. Multipolarity opens a path for
greater sovereignty for developing countries; it breaks the
stranglehold of the imperialist core (US, Europe, Japan) over the



periphery and, in so doing, “provides the framework for the possible
and necessary overcoming of capitalism”, in the memorable words
of Samir Amin.127 Through forums such as BRICS (an international
alliance of five major emerging economies: Brazil, Russia, India,
China and South Africa), FOCAC (Forum on China-Africa
Cooperation), China-CELAC (Forum of China and the Community
of Latin American and Caribbean States) and others, China is
strongly promoting South-South cooperation and helping to advance
the interests of the developing world in general.

Clegg notes that “what is at stake with China’s rise is … a real
choice over the future model of the international order: the US
strategic goal of a unipolar world to uphold and extend existing
patterns of exploitation, or a multipolar and democratic one for a
more equitable, just and peaceful world.”128 For the left to issue a
plague on both these houses would be nothing short of a farce.

‘Neither Washington Nor Beijing’ in reality means
support for Washington Humanity knows from bitter
experience and lived reality what a system of
imperialism looks like. Modern imperialism takes the
form of a US-led military and economic system
incorporating hundreds of military bases; a strategy of
military encirclement; unilateral sanctions against dozens
of countries; multiple wars of regime change and proxy
wars; destabilisation campaigns; nuclear threats;
economic coercion, and more. It is clearly absurd to put
an equals sign between this and the reality of China’s
foreign policy.

The basic character of global politics in the current era is not that of
inter-imperialist rivalry between the US and China, but rather a
struggle between the US-led push for its continued hegemony and
the China-led push for a multipolar world order. If Marxists do
indeed “point out and bring to the front the common interests of the
entire proletariat, independently of all nationality,”129 they should



support the movement towards multipolarity, which provides
greater opportunities for peace and development, and a more
favourable context for humanity’s advance towards socialism. China
is leading this movement, and the US is leading the opposition to it.

If there existed a thriving political movement to the left of the
Chinese Communist Party which sought to continue China’s
progressive global strategy but to reverse the post-Mao market
reforms and transition to a system of worker-run cooperatives (for
example), Western leftists would have to assess the relative merits of
supporting such a movement in its struggle against the CPC-led
government. But this is sheer fantasy. Opposition to the CPC in
China comes primarily from pro-Western pro-neoliberal elements
that seek to undermine socialism and roll back the project of
multipolarity. Meanwhile, Chinese workers and peasants by and
large support the government, and why shouldn’t they? In the four
decades from 1981, the number of people in China living in
internationally-defined absolute poverty fell from 850 million to
zero.130 Living standards have consistently improved, at all levels of
society. Wages are rising, social welfare is improving. According to
an extensive study conducted by the Kennedy School of
Government at Harvard University, 93 percent of Chinese people are
satisfied with their central government.131 Even former MI6 director
of operations and intelligence Nigel Inkster grudgingly admits that
“if anything, objective evidence points to growing levels of popular
satisfaction within China about their government’s performance.”132

The basic conditions that inspire people to rise up against their
government simply do not prevail.

Regardless of what one thinks of Socialism with Chinese
Characteristics, anyone on the left must support China against US-
led imperialist attacks and the New Cold War. The prominent
Belgian Trotskyist economist Ernest Mandel was by no means a
supporter of Soviet socialism, but he insisted firmly that the Soviet
Union must be defended against imperialism. Reflecting on Tony
Cliff’s Neither Washington nor Moscow line, he wrote: “Why, if it is
conceivable to defend the SPD [German Social Democratic Party]
against fascism, despite its being led by the Noskes, the assassins of



Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, is it ‘inconceivable’ to defend
the USSR against imperialism?”133

Let the latter-day third-campists answer the same question in
relation to China.
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3
Will China suffer the same fate as the
Soviet Union?

We should think of China’s communist regime quite
differently from that of the USSR: it has, after all, succeeded
where the Soviet Union failed. (Martin Jacques)1

THIS CHAPTER ADDRESSES THE REASONS for the collapse of the
Soviet Union, and seeks to understand whether the People’s
Republic of China is vulnerable to the same forces that undermined
the foundations of European socialism. What lessons can be drawn
from the Soviet collapse? Has capitalism won? What future does
socialism have in the world? Is there any escape for humanity from
brutal exploitation, inequality and underdevelopment? Is there a
future in which the world’s billions can truly exercise their free will,
their humanity, liberated from poverty and alienation?

The conclusions I draw are that China is following a fundamentally
different path to that of the Soviet Union; that it has made a serious
and comprehensive study of the Soviet collapse and rigorously
applied what it has learnt; that the People’s Republic of China
remains a socialist country and the driving force towards a
multipolar world; that, in spite of the rolling back of the first wave of
socialist advance, Marxism remains as relevant as ever; and that,
consequently, socialism has a bright future in the world.

Maintaining the legitimacy of the CPC through highly
effective governance and improvement in living
standards

The Chinese experience since 1978 shows that a developing
country must take the improvement of people’s standard of
living as its top priority… With this belief, China has done its
utmost to improve people’s standard of living and achieved



remarkable results in poverty eradication. (Zhang Weiwei)2

In the aftermath of the collapse of the Soviet Union and the
European people’s democracies between 1989 and 1991, many senior
officials in China worried that the reform process could get out of
hand. The Soviet leaders had attempted reform via glasnost and
perestroika, and their experiments had ended in disaster. Wasn’t this a
cautionary message for the CPC to return to the model of
comprehensive state ownership and strictly centralised economic
control?

Deng Xiaoping’s insight was that the key economic factor
undermining the Soviet Union wasn’t its limited experiment with
market forms but its failure to deliver improvements in people’s
living standards. Economic stagnation from the mid-1970s onwards
meant that people’s basic expectations for a better life weren’t being
met. This – along with an ongoing ideological decay – served to sap
popular confidence in the superiority of the socialist system, a
process catalysed by the West’s elaborate and sophisticated system
of anti-communist propaganda. When it came to defending
socialism from attack, it turned out to be very difficult to mobilise
the masses.

Deng understood that the Communist Party’s legitimacy would
only be maintained by eliminating poverty and improving people’s
living conditions. Therefore on his famous Southern Tour in 1992, he
pointed out that internal and external circumstances were
particularly favourable for pursuing economic reform, and on that
basis urged boldness rather than caution.

Since we have the necessary domestic conditions and a
favourable international environment, and since under the
socialist system we have the advantage of being able to
concentrate our forces on a major task, it is now both possible
and necessary for us to bring about, in the prolonged process
of modernisation, several periods of rapid growth with good
economic returns. We must have this ambition.3

He explained that economic development was particularly



important in the light of fast growth in other East and Southeast
Asian countries: “The economies of some of our neighbouring
countries and regions are growing faster than ours. If our economy
stagnates or develops only slowly, the people will make comparisons
and ask why.”4

As long as the CPC maintained political control, as long as the
crucial parts of the economy (the ‘commanding heights’) continued
to be publicly owned, markets and foreign investment would benefit
China. Attracted by the huge, well-educated and hardworking
labour force, foreign companies would invest in China, thereby
increasing China’s capital and technical know-how, creating a
virtuous cycle that would allow China to rise up the value chain and
provide vastly improved living conditions to its population.

This determined focus on improving people’s day-to-day
wellbeing echoes Mao Zedong almost 60 years earlier:

All the practical problems in the masses’ everyday life should
claim our attention. If we attend to these problems, solve them
and satisfy the needs of the masses, we shall really become
organisers of the well-being of the masses, and they will truly
rally round us and give us their warm support.5

It should be uncontroversial to say that the economic strategy
adopted in the period of Reform and opening up (1978 onwards) has
been highly successful. China’s per capita income in 1979 was 210
USD. Much of the rural population lived below the poverty line. Per
capita food production had grown a total of just 10 percent from
1952. Chen Yun, the lead economist of the Deng era, warned in 1979:

Our country has more than 900 million people, 80 percent are
peasants. The revolution has been won for 30 years and the
people are demanding improvements in their lives. Have
there been improvements? Yes. But many places still do not
have enough to eat, this is a big problem.6

The PRC had fallen a long way behind the ‘East Asian miracle’ zone
(Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Thailand,



Malaysia and Indonesia) in terms of living standards. Justin Yifu Lin
writes that the post-Mao leadership “had to improve national
economic performance and make its people as rich as their
neighbours, or it might lose support and its legitimacy for rule.”7

In the following decades, the number of people in China living in
‘absolute poverty’ (as defined by the World Bank) fell from 840
million to zero, as discussed at length in the next chapter. Wages
have increased continuously. Between 1988 and 2008, average per
capita income grew by 229 percent, ten times the global average of
24 percent.

Although inequality has emerged as a serious problem, practically
all Chinese people are substantially better off than they were 40
years ago in terms of nutrition, housing, clothing, access to services,
and ability to travel. Consumer goods that were previously
considered luxuries – such as washing machines, refrigerators,
heated shower units, air conditioners, colour televisions, computers
– can now be found in almost every home.

In the 2000s, the government re-established a comprehensive social
security programme, including universal health insurance,
minimum nine-year free compulsory education, pensions,
subsidised housing, and income support. Workers’ wages are
increasing at a faster rate than GDP, and as a result the income gap is
starting to narrow.

Human Development Index (HDI) is a useful compound metric
comprising life expectancy, educational level and per capita income.
In HDI terms, China has risen from 0.407 in 1980 to 0.768 in 2021 (for
calibration purposes, Norway is at the top of the charts with 0.962
and South Sudan at the bottom with 0.386). China’s increase in HDI
makes it the only country to have moved from the low to the high
HDI category – leap-frogging medium – since the UN Development
Program first began studying global HDI trends in 1990.8 The
requirement for the very high HDI group is 0.800 – it’s likely China
will get there before the end of this decade.

Chinese productivity and innovation levels are gradually catching
up with the most advanced capitalist countries, as the government’s
huge investment in science and technology reaps rewards. Veteran



science writer Philip Ball notes:

The patronising old idea that China … can imitate but not
innovate is certainly false now. In several scientific fields,
China is starting to set the pace for others to follow. On my
tour of Chinese labs in 1992, only those I saw at the flagship
Peking University looked comparable to what you might find
at a good university in the west. Today the resources available
to China’s top scientists are enviable to many of their western
counterparts.9

Whereas Soviet infrastructure was starting to crumble by the 1980s,
modern Chinese infrastructure is world-class. Indeed, the quality of
roads, trains, airports, ports and buildings in major Chinese cities is
now noticeably higher than in global cities like New York and
London.

The continuously improving economic situation and
corresponding improvement in people’s quality of life has led to
strong popular support for the government and for Chinese
socialism. The Pew Research Centre reports that President Xi Jinping
enjoys a confidence rating of 94 percent,10 which compares
favourably with US President Joe Biden’s approval rating of 40
percent.11 In 2014, 89 percent of Chinese rated their economy ‘good’,
compared with 64 percent for India and 40 percent for the US.12

British academic Peter Nolan writes that, “under Communist Party
rule, China has experienced the most remarkable era of growth and
development in modern history.”13 Because of that, the Chinese
government enjoys tremendous popular support and legitimacy, and
its rule can be expected to continue for a long time to come.

Why has Chinese economic reform succeeded when the
Soviet reform failed?

The vastly different results of the Russian and Chinese
reforms are demonstrative of the critical importance of
choosing the right reform strategies and paths. (Hu Angang)14



The late Italian Marxist historian Domenico Losurdo noted that, in
the 1930s and 40s, the Soviet ‘command economy’ had worked
extremely well: ”The rapid development of modern industry was
interwoven with the construction of a welfare state that guaranteed
the economic and social rights of citizens in a way that was
unprecedented.”15

However, after the period of frenetic building of socialism,
followed by World War II, followed by reconstruction, came “the
transition from great historical crisis to a more ‘normal’ period” in
which ”the masses’ enthusiasm and commitment to production and
work weakened and then disappeared.” In its final few years, “the
Soviet Union was characterised by massive absenteeism and
disengagement in the workplace: not only did production
development stagnate, but there was no longer any application of
the principle that Marx said drove socialism — remuneration
according to the quantity and quality of work delivered.”

From the mid-1970s onwards, the Soviet economy entered a period
of slow economic growth, just at the point when the major capitalist
countries were starting to leverage developments in technology and
management to achieve major steps forward in productivity. Jude
Woodward notes:

From 20 per cent of the size of the US economy in 1944, the
Soviet economy peaked at 44 per cent that of the US by 1970
($1,352 billion to $3,082 billion) but had fallen back to 36 per
cent of the US by 1989 ($2,037 billion to $5,704 billion). It never
came near challenging the economic weight of the US.16

Losurdo contends that China in the late 1970s faced very similar
problems:

The China that arose from the Cultural Revolution resembled
the Soviet Union to an extraordinary degree in its last years of
existence: the socialist principle of compensation based on the
amount and quality of work delivered was substantially
liquidated, and disaffection, disengagement, absenteeism and
anarchy reigned in the workplace.17



China had made remarkable progress in terms of life expectancy,
land ownership, social equality, education and mass empowerment
since the birth of the People’s Republic in 1949, yet by the late 1970s
it was still a long way from being an advanced country. Hundreds of
millions of people in the villages faced food insecurity and poor
housing conditions.

Being a poor country with a tremendous responsibility to meet the
immediate needs of its huge population, China lacked the resources
to invest heavily in research and development, and the resulting low
productivity meant that it couldn’t guarantee an adequate standard
of living to its people. Cut off from the global marketplace, it wasn’t
able to quickly learn from others or benefit from an ever-more
globalised division of labour. There was a shortage of capital, a low
level of technological development, and a lack of incentives for
production and innovation. Much as with the Soviet Union in its
later decades, China’s planning system continued to be overly reliant
on voluntarism and ‘moral incentives’ to raise production. The
history of socialist economics over the last century indicates that
such an approach suffers from diminishing returns and can’t be
sustained forever.

This is the context in which Reform and Opening Up was adopted in
the late 1970s. Superficially, the reform strategy pursued by China
from 1978 shares some similarity with the various attempts at
economic reform in the Soviet Union, particularly the set of policies
introduced by the Gorbachev leadership under the umbrella of
perestroika. However, there are profound differences between the
Chinese and Soviet approaches that help to explain the
unquestionable success of one and the comprehensive failure of the
other.

China’s approach to reform was extremely cautious and pragmatic,
“based on a step-by-step, piecemeal and experimental approach. If a
reform worked it was extended to new areas; if it failed then it was
abandoned.”18 All reforms had to be tested in practice, all results had
to be analysed, and all analysis had to inform future experiments.
Chen Yun stated in 1980 that:



the steps must be steady, because we shall encounter many
complicated problems. So do not rush… We should proceed
with experiments, review our experience from time to time,
and correct mistakes whenever we discover them, so that
minor mistakes will not grow into major ones.19

Many key reform concepts came from the grassroots. “We processed
their ideas and raised them to the level of guidelines for the whole
country. Practice is the sole criterion for testing truth.”20

Reform in China was patient, incremental and results-oriented,
whereas “Gorbachev made the fatal mistake of trying to do too
much, too fast.”21 Gorbachev’s reforms were implemented in a
heavy-handed, top-down way, without leveraging the ideas and
creativity of the masses or attempting to collate feedback. Given that
the project was presented as a form of ‘democratisation’, it’s ironic
that it was carried out in a profoundly undemocratic manner. The
leadership didn’t mobilise the existing, proven structures of society
(the soviets and the Communist Party), but sought to bypass and
weaken them.

Instead of relying on the most pragmatic elements of the party
and state officialdom in restructuring of the country,
Gorbachev tried to build up new political forces and
movements while gradually diminishing the power of the
party and of centralised state structures.22

The media was put to work – not to unite the people behind a
programme of development but to vilify the Communist Party. The
economic programme was incoherent and subject to sudden changes
in direction. The result was, in the words of veteran Russian
communist Gennady Zyuganov, “a parade of political arrogance,
demagoguery, and dilettantism, which gradually overwhelmed and
paralysed the country.”23

The Chinese and Soviet economies in the 1970s both suffered from
a stifling over-centralisation. China’s reform process addressed this
imbalance in a gradual manner, in which “the relaxation of
restrictions on private capital development was combined with state



control and planned and state-led heavy investment.”24 In the Soviet
Union, by contrast, the planning agencies were simply dismantled
overnight, creating chaos throughout the economy.

Deng exhorted China’s reformers to “cross the river by feeling the
stones”. On his famous Southern Tour in 1992, he summed up this
method of experimentation:

Are securities and the stock market good or bad? Do they
entail any dangers? Are they peculiar to capitalism? Can
socialism make use of them? We allow people to reserve their
judgement, but we must try these things out. If, after one or
two years of experimentation, they prove feasible, we can
expand them. Otherwise, we can put a stop to them and be
done with it.25

Although China’s reform process served to introduce market forces
into the economy, the whole process was carried out under the tight
control of the government and took place within the context of a
planned economy. The level of marketisation that has taken place in
China is an order of magnitude greater than what took place in the
Soviet Union; however, China has also maintained stronger
macroeconomic control. Even now, after more than four decades of
economic reform, “the state remains firmly in command” of the
Chinese economy. Kroeber observes:

The government will pursue reforms that increase the role of
the market in setting prices, but will avoid reforms that permit
the market to transfer control of assets from the state to the
private sector.26

Cambridge University professor Peter Nolan, by no means a
cheerleader for centrally-planned economies, writes: “The
comparison of the experience of China and Russia’s reforms
confirms that, at certain junctures and in certain countries, effective
planning is a necessary condition of economic success.”27 Nolan
points out that the Chinese state took the lead in conducting large-
scale experiments and analysing the results; protecting domestic



industry from the sudden appearance of foreign goods; supporting
the growth of the state-owned enterprises to a level where they
could become competitive in the global marketplace; investing in
social and economic infrastructure (transport, healthcare, education,
transport, power generation); and coordinating the different parts of
the reform programme.

In their valuable study of the reasons for the Soviet collapse, David
Kotz and Fred Weir observe that there was hardly any privatisation
in the Chinese reform process – state enterprises were kept under
state ownership and control.

There was no sudden price liberalisation – state enterprises
continued to sell at controlled prices. Central planning was
retained for the state sector of the economy. Rather than
slashing state spending, various levels of government poured
funds into improving China’s basic economic infrastructure of
transportation, communication, and power. Rather than tight
monetary policy, ample credit was provided for expansion
and modernisation. The state has sought to gradually develop
a market economy over a period of decades, and the state has
actively guided the process.28

Similarly Isabella Weber, author of How China Escaped Shock Therapy,
notes that whereas Russia’s sudden abandonment of planning led to
“severe economic decline and deindustrialization”, China’s reforms
“laid the institutional and structural foundations for its economic
ascent under tight political control by the party and the state.”29

Contrasting Russia’s embrace of neoliberal economics with China’s
hybrid approach, Weber notes that between 1990 and 2017, Russia’s
share of world GDP almost halved, while China’s share increased
close to sixfold.30 She considers that this disparity is the result of
China having rejected the neoliberal economists’ prescriptions for
‘big bang’ price reform:

Instead of liberalising all prices in one big bang, the state
initially continued to plan the industrial core of the economy
and set the prices of essential goods while the prices of



surplus output and nonessential goods were successively
liberalised. As a result, prices were gradually determined by
the market.31

China’s reform approach is thus “the opposite of shock therapy”.
Whereas the purpose of the neoliberal state is to “fortify the market”,
“the Chinese state uses the market as a tool in the pursuit of its
larger development goals.”32

The result was a far more effective programme of economic reform
than that which took place in the Soviet Union from 1985-91 or in
post-Soviet Russia from 1991 onwards.

If “the proof of the pudding is in the eating”, then Chinese dessert
has proven itself to be far tastier and more nutritious than its Soviet
counterpart. Perestroika turned a sluggish economy into a failing one.
By 1991, the last year of the USSR’s existence, the economy was
contracting at a rate of 15 percent per year. Gorbachev’s blind faith in
the inherent corrective power of the market turned out to be
misplaced; investment collapsed. “Net fixed investment declined at
the astounding rate of 21 per cent in 1990 and an estimated 25 per
cent in 1991.”33

In China, GDP growth increased from around 4 percent in the
1970s to nearly 10 percent in the period from 1978 to 1992. Since
1978, China’s economy has grown more than any other country; it
also tops the list for growth of per capita GDP, which has risen from
$156 in 1978 to over $12,000 at the time of writing.34

China is not weakening Communist Party rule or
attacking its own history

If China allowed bourgeois liberalisation, there would
inevitably be turmoil. We would accomplish nothing, and our
principles, policies, line and development strategy would all
be doomed to failure. (Deng Xiaoping)35

In both China and the Soviet Union, market-oriented economic
reform meant breaking with past policy to some degree. A major
difference is that in the Soviet Union, this change of policy was



accompanied by a concerted attempt to undermine the legitimacy of
the Communist Party and the confidence of the people in their
history.

In 1986, Gorbachev and his advisers came up with the concept of
glasnost – ‘openness’ – to encapsulate policies of greater government
transparency, wider political discussion and increased popular
participation. The idea seemed unobjectionable to begin with, but
glasnost soon became a battle cry for an all-out attack on the
legitimacy of Communist Party rule and a powerful weapon in the
hands of class forces hostile to socialism.

Faced with significant opposition to their economic proposals
within the Communist Party, and lacking a base among the masses,
Gorbachev’s team increasingly looked to ‘liberal reformers’ for
support – people who supported perestroika and wanted it to be
accompanied by a transition towards a European-style
parliamentary political system. These reformers encouraged
Gorbachev to engineer a quiet coup in the name of democracy,
ending the Communist Party’s leading role in the government by
dismantling the Supreme Soviet and replacing it with a Congress of
People’s Deputies. Representatives to this latter body were directly
elected, but the selection of candidates was heavily manipulated in
favour of pro-perestroika, pro-western Gorbachev loyalists.
Prominent Chinese academics Cheng Enfu and Liu Zixu observe:

In the name of promoting young cadres and of reform,
Gorbachev replaced large numbers of party, political and
military leaders with anti-CPSU and anti-socialist cadres or
cadres with ambivalent positions. This practice laid the
foundations, in organisational and cadre selection terms, for
the political ‘shift of direction.’36

Yegor Ligachev, a high-ranking Soviet official who witnessed all this
first hand, supports this conclusion:

What happened in our country is primarily the result of the
debilitation and eventual elimination of the Communist
Party’s leading role in society, the ejection of the party from



major policymaking, its ideological and organisational
unravelling.37

The political transformation was supported by a thoroughgoing
media campaign denigrating Soviet history, vastly exaggerating the
excesses and mistakes of the Stalin period, and even attacking the
Soviet Union’s role in the Second World War. Things went so far that
Cuban leader Fidel Castro was prompted to comment in 1989:

Without a strong, disciplined and respected party, it’s
impossible to develop a revolution or a truly socialist
rectification. It isn’t possible to carry out such a process by
slandering socialism, destroying its values, discrediting the
party, demoralising the vanguard, renouncing its leading role,
ending social discipline, sowing chaos and anarchy all around.
This might foster a counter-revolution, but not revolutionary
changes… It’s repugnant that many in the USSR itself are
dedicating themselves to destroying historic feats and
extraordinary merits of that heroic people.38

The Communist Party had been the major vehicle for promoting the
needs and ideas of the Soviet working class; once it was sidelined,
the workers had no obvious means of organising in defence of their
interests. This opened up a space for a pro-capitalist minority to
dominate political power and, ultimately, break up the country and
dismantle socialism.

The Chinese leadership understood that the People’s Republic of
China could not survive without the continued leadership of the
Communist Party, and this is a key lesson that it has learned from
the collapse of the Soviet Union. Xi Jinping has opined that:

one important reason for the disintegration of the Soviet
Union and the collapse of the CPSU is the complete denial of
the history of the Soviet Union, and the history of the CPSU,
the denial of Lenin and other leading personalities, and
historical nihilism confused the people’s thoughts.39

There was no appetite whatsoever for transplanting the political



ideas of the European bourgeoisie onto Chinese soil. According to
Zhang Weiwei, who worked as an interpreter for Deng Xiaoping,
Deng was completely focused on the main task: improving people’s
livelihoods. Any political reform should be conducted not for its
own sake but only to the extent that it served the overall goal.

He believed that copying the Western model and placing
political reform on the top of the agenda, like the Soviets were
doing at the time, was utterly foolish. In fact, that was exactly
Deng’s comment on Gorbachev after their meeting: ‘This man
may look smart but in fact is stupid.’40

In a changing economic environment, where private capital was
being accumulated and a new class of entrepreneurs emerging,
continued Communist Party rule was essential to guarantee that
development benefitted the masses and that the new owners of
capital didn’t become politically dominant. Moreover, political
stability was an absolute requirement for successful economic
reform.

In practically every important speech on China’s development
path from 1978 until his death in 1997, Deng insisted on what he
termed the Four Cardinal Principles: 1) Defend the socialist road; 2)
Maintain the people’s democratic dictatorship; 3) Maintain the
leadership of the party; and 4) Adhere to Marxism-Leninism and
Mao Zedong Thought. He was extremely clear regarding the
importance of a workers’ state:

What kind of democracy do the Chinese people need today? It
can only be socialist democracy, people’s democracy, and not
bourgeois democracy… Personal interests must be
subordinated to collective ones, the interests of the part to
those of the whole, and immediate to long-term interests. In
other words, limited interests must be subordinated to overall
interests, and minor interests to major ones… It is still
necessary to exercise dictatorship over all these anti-socialist
elements… The fact of the matter is that socialism cannot be
defended or built up without the dictatorship of the



proletariat.”41

Further:

Collapse is easy, but construction is difficult. If we don’t nip
bourgeois liberalization in the bud, we may find ourselves in
trouble… One of the basic concepts of Marxism is that the
socialist system must be defended by the dictatorship of the
proletariat… History has proved that a new, rising class that
has just taken power is, generally speaking, weaker than the
opposing classes. It must therefore resort to dictatorship to
consolidate its power. Democracy is practised within the ranks
of the people and dictatorship over the enemy. This is the
people’s democratic dictatorship. It is right to consolidate the
people’s power by employing the force of the people’s
democratic dictatorship.42

The CPC has not followed the Soviet example of attacking its own
history. Although the post-Mao Chinese leadership made serious
criticisms of certain policies (in particular the Great Leap Forward
and the Cultural Revolution), it has never come anywhere close to
repudiating Mao and undermining the basic ideological and
historical foundations of Chinese socialism. No Chinese Wall has
been constructed between the Mao-era and the post-Mao era; the
two phases are inextricably linked, and are both “pragmatic
explorations in building socialism conducted by the people under
the leadership of the Party.”43

We will forever keep Chairman Mao’s portrait on Tiananmen
Gate as a symbol of our country, and we will always
remember him as a founder of our Party and state… We will
not do to Chairman Mao what Khrushchev did to Stalin  
(Deng Xiaoping).44

The CPSU leadership suffered a crisis of legitimacy of its own
creation. Gorbachev and his colleagues attacked and weakened the
organs of working class rule. They colluded in the transfer of
political power to anti-socialist forces. In China, however, as Martin



Jacques points out, “the rule of the Communist Party is no longer in
doubt: it enjoys the prestige that one would expect given the
transformation that it has presided over.”45



Four decades of peaceful development
The last thing China wants is war. China is very poor and
wants to develop; it can’t do that without a peaceful
environment. Since we want a peaceful environment, we must
cooperate with all of the world’s forces for peace. (Deng
Xiaoping)46

The necessity of maintaining peaceful relations with the imperialist
world has been a preoccupation of socialist states from 1917
onwards. All socialist leaderships – those of Lenin, Stalin, Mao
Zedong, Ho Chi Minh, Kim Il Sung and Fidel Castro included – have
pursued ‘peaceful coexistence’ to the extent that it has been possible.

The importance of international peace for China’s development
was implicitly recognised by Mao in the early 1970s, when Henry
Kissinger’s visit to Beijing opened the way for normalisation of ties,
expansion of bilateral trade, and, in 1979, the establishment of
diplomatic relations between China and the US. From that time until
recently, China has managed to maintain peaceful and broadly
cooperative, mutually beneficial relations with the capitalist world,
albeit with the complexities and contradictions that form an
inevitable part of such a relationship.

Peaceful coexistence has required compromises, one of which has
been China relinquishing a direct leadership role in the global
transition to socialism. The Soviet Union took on a heavy
responsibility as the global centre of progressive forces, giving
extensive practical solidarity to socialist states, national liberation
movements and progressive governments around the world –
including vast economic support to the People’s Republic of China
between 1949 and 1959; military and economic support to the
people’s democracies of Eastern Europe, to Cuba, Vietnam,
Afghanistan, Angola, Nicaragua, Korea, Ethiopia and elsewhere;
training, aid and weapons to the ANC in South Africa, Frelimo in
Mozambique, SWAPO in South West Africa (now Namibia), PAIGC
in Guinea Bissau, and others.

In addition to direct aid, the Soviet role as the protector of the



progressive world – and its position as one of two ‘superpowers’ –
meant that it felt forced to devote an extraordinary portion of its
resources to military development. The figures vary wildly, but
Russian-American historian Alexander Pantsov estimates that “at
the start of Gorbachev’s perestroika, in 1985, the Soviets were
spending 40 percent of their budget on defence.” Indeed Pantsov
goes so far to conclude that “the economy of the USSR collapsed
under the burden of military expenditures”.47 Certainly this was the
objective of Ronald Reagan’s ‘full-court press’ strategy in the early
1980s – vastly increasing US military expenditure, forcing the USSR
to follow suit and thereby deepening its economic difficulties.

Former US Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara makes it clear
that the US was following a deliberate strategy of using an arms race
to weaken the Soviet Union and to damage its reputation.

“The Soviet Union came out of the Second World War with a
brilliant military victory… It had three priorities following the war:
1. Renewing the country’s infrastructure completely so the Soviet
people could reach the promise of communism; 2. Rebuilding and
renewing the country’s defence in the face of the stalking capitalist
world; 3. Gaining new friends in the world, especially in Eastern
Europe and the Third World.”

He gleefully predicts that “if the United States succeeds in
engaging the Soviet Union in an arms race, then all these plans
would go out the window… If the Soviet Union is dragged into an
arms race and a massive portion of its budget, 40 percent if possible,
is allocated to this purpose, then a lesser amount would be left for
improving the people’s lives, and therefore, the dream of
communism, which so many people are awaiting around the world,
would be postponed.”48

The Soviet Union had long stuck to a system of strategic parity in
nuclear weapons development, sparing no effort to keep up with –
but not surpass – the US. As long as it had the ability to retaliate
against any US-initiated nuclear strike, it could basically guarantee
that such a strike wouldn’t take place. But the economic burden was
enormous. In a capitalist society, the arms industry is a highly
profitable field of investment; creating demand for weapons is a



boon for private capital. In a socialist society with a primary
accountability to working people, arms manufacturing means
diverting human and material resources away from basic needs.

This was not a situation of the Soviet Union’s making, but one that
was forced on it by a US-led imperialist bloc hell-bent on
undermining the socialist world. Indeed, the Soviet leaders routinely
proposed multilateral disarmament and a thawing of the Cold War.
Boris Ponomarev, chief of the International Department of the CPSU
Central Committee from 1955 to 1986, wrote:

The US has taken the initiative all along in developing and
perfecting nuclear weapons and their delivery vehicles ever
since the advent of the atom bomb. Each time the USSR was
forced to respond to the challenge to strengthen its own
defences, to protect the countries of the socialist community
and to keep its armed forces adequately equipped with up-to-
date weaponry. But the Soviet Union has been and remains the
most consistent advocate of the limitation of the arms race, a
champion of disarmament under effective international
control.49

Furthermore, by the late 1970s, the western powers were engaged in
a massive ‘rollback’ operation, supporting rebellions against
progressive governments in Angola, Afghanistan, Nicaragua,
Mozambique, South Yemen and elsewhere. Vijay Prashad writes that
the CIA and the Pentagon “abandoned the idea of the mere
‘containment’ of communism in favour of using military force to
push back against its exertions”.50 All the states under attack had an
urgent need for military and civilian aid, which the Soviet Union
had little choice but to provide.

The peak of this ‘hot’ Cold War was in Afghanistan, where the
leftist People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) government
pleaded with the Soviet leaders to help them quell an Islamic
fundamentalist rebellion that was generously funded and armed by
the US. The first Soviet troops crossed the border into Afghanistan
on 25 December 1979. The scope of their mission was limited: try to



restore unity within the PDPA, help the Afghan Army gain the
upper hand against the uprising, and come home soon.

The aim was not to take over or occupy the country. It was to
secure the towns and the roads between them, and to
withdraw as soon as the Afghan government and its armed
forces were in a state to take over the responsibility for
themselves.51

The intervention turned out to be much more difficult, complex and
prolonged than the Soviets had imagined. Their Afghan allies were
divided and often demoralised; meanwhile their enemies were
armed with sophisticated weaponry, had significant support among
the rural population, were fuelled by a vehement hatred of the
Russians, and were able to leverage Afghanistan’s mountainous
territory to their advantage. The Red Army was not trained for a
counter-insurgency war; the last major war it had fought was World
War II. Norwegian historian Odd Arne Westad writes:

From 1981 onwards the war turned into a bloody stalemate, in
which more than one million Afghans died and at least 25,000
Soviets. In spite of well-planned efforts, the Red Army simply
could not control the areas that were within their operational
zones — they advanced into rebel strongholds, kept them
occupied for weeks or months, and then had to withdraw as
the Mujahedin concentrated its forces or, more often, because
its opponents attacked elsewhere.52

The Red Army didn’t lose any of its major battles in Afghanistan; it
won control of hundreds of towns, villages and roads, only to lose
them again when its focus moved elsewhere. The US deployed
increasingly sophisticated weaponry to the rebel groups at just the
right rate so as to prolong the war.

The Red Army began a phased withdrawal on 15 May 1988. It had
not been defeated as such, but it had manifestly failed in its
objectives of cementing PDPA rule and suppressing the rebellion.
Meanwhile, the Soviet Union had expended vast economic, military



and human resources. Thousands of young lives were lost. Soviet
diplomatic clout had reached its nadir. The CPSU’s popular
legitimacy was damaged, just as had been hoped by US strategists:
Zbigniew Brzezinski, who was US National Security Advisor at the
time of the Soviet intervention, had talked specifically about “the
opportunity of giving to the USSR its Vietnam war.”53

Afghanistan and the arms race were by no means the sole – or even
primary – factor in the Soviet Union’s demise, but they certainly
contributed.

China on the other hand has been able to enjoy a long period of
peace. The Chinese People’s Volunteer Army proved during the
Korean War (the War to Resist America and Aid Korea) of 1950-53
that People’s China was willing and able to defend itself from attack,
and no doubt the US drew the appropriate lesson that any military
operation against it would be highly risky.

The post-1978 leadership of the CPC realised that, by inserting
China into the emerging global supply chains, China could become
sufficiently important to the functioning of the global economy that
the imperialist states would have to think very carefully about the
wisdom of attacking or isolating it. Jude Woodward notes that
China’s rise has forced many countries to pursue good relations with
it, even if they oppose its ideology.

Rather developed neighbours such as South Korea or Taiwan
are deeply economically engaged with China and do not want
this derailed… Even America’s European allies, notably
Germany, France and Britain, were prepared to ignore US
opinion on China when they signed up to the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank.54

This could be thought of as a sort of strategic parity with Chinese
characteristics, with a much lower price tag than its Soviet
equivalent. Additionally, China’s integration in the world economy
has allowed it to be a part of “the unprecedented global
technological revolution, offering a short cut for the country to
accelerate its industrial transformation and upgrade its economic



structure.”-1

In the relatively safe international environment constructed by the
PRC government, China has been able to reduce its military
spending from around 7 percent of GDP in 1978 to around 2 percent
by the early 1990s (at which level it has remained),-1 allowing more
resources to be devoted to improving living standards. Although its
strategy doesn’t allow it to play an active military role in the defence
of friendly states and movements, China’s economic strength means
that it is able to provide crucial support for progressive countries
around the world, as discussed in the last chapter.

Deng in 1979 looked forward to a point in the future when China
would be “a relatively wealthy country of the Third World with a
per capita GNP of US $1,000”, at which point “our people will enjoy
a much higher standard of living than they do now” and “we could
offer more assistance to the poor countries of the Third World.”-1

This prediction has come true (and the target far surpassed), and
China does indeed offer important assistance throughout Africa,
Latin America, Central Asia, Southeast Asia, the Caribbean and the
Pacific.

In the years since the Obama administration’s ‘Pivot to Asia’ (2011
onwards), and particularly since Donald Trump’s trade war –
continued by Biden – and escalation in anti-China rhetoric, US-China
relations have become increasingly tense, and the trajectory of
mutually-beneficial cooperation starting in the early 1970s has been
partially reversed. This escalating New Cold War, which aims to
slow down China’s rise and suppress the emergence of a multipolar
system of international relations, is the subject of the final chapter of
this book. Suffice to say here that the US is very unlikely to prevent
China from reaching its goal of “building a great modern socialist
country that is prosperous, strong, democratic, culturally advanced,
harmonious and beautiful by 2049.”-1



Conclusion
So long as socialism does not collapse in China, it will always
hold its ground in the world. (Deng Xiaoping)-1

Many analysts in the West assumed that, following the collapse of
European socialism, China and the other socialist countries would
undergo a similar process of counter-revolution and that the “end of
history” would be completed. Over three decades later, it’s
abundantly clear that China, Cuba, Vietnam, Laos and the
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea are not following that tragic
trajectory.

China’s reform process has been highly successful; the quality of
life of its people continues to improve; it has emerged as a global
leader in numerous key areas of science, technological innovation
and environmental preservation; it is on the cusp of becoming a
‘high income’ country;-1 separatism is being effectively contained;
and the Communist Party of China remains highly popular, with a
membership of close to a hundred million.-1 In short, China is
continuing to develop a form of socialism that is appropriate to its
own conditions.

Chinese economists often talk of the “latecomers’ advantage” in
the world of technology, whereby “technological innovation and
industrial upgrading can be achieved by imitation, import, and/or
integration of existing technologies and industries, all of which
implies much lower R&D costs.”-1 There’s a sense in which this idea
applies to the world of politics as well. The USSR was the world’s
first socialist state, and as such its successes and mistakes constitute
indispensable raw material for the study of socialist society. The CPC
has been assiduous in learning from the Soviet demise in order to
avoid suffering a similar fate. David Shambaugh, citing a study by
the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, sums up some of the key
lessons the CPC has tried to absorb. These include “concentrating on
economic development and continuously improving people’s
standard of living”, “upholding Marxism as the guiding ideology”,
“strengthening party leadership”, and “continuously strengthening



efforts on party building – especially in the areas of ideology, image,
organisation, and democratic centralism – in order to safeguard the
leadership power in the hands of loyal Marxists.”-1

The issue of maintaining a workers’ state and preventing the
ascendance and dominance of pro-capitalist ‘liberals’ is arguably the
most important lesson to be learned from the collapse of the USSR.
Even with ongoing economic difficulties, it’s perfectly conceivable
that Soviet socialism could have survived if the top leadership
hadn’t effectively abandoned the project. In that sense, Gorbachev
and his close collaborators bear significant responsibility for the
Soviet demise. Allen Lynch, a researcher of Russian politics at the
University of Virginia, speculates that, if Gorbachev’s predecessor
Yuri Andropov had lived longer (he died at the age of 69 after just
one year as General Secretary of the CPSU), things might have been
very different.

Judging from Andropov’s programmatic statements in 1982-
83, as well as his long record at the summit of Soviet politics,
there can be little doubt that he would not have countenanced
anything remotely resembling Gorbachev’s political reforms
or that he would have hesitated to use force to stop public
challenges to communist rule. Moreover, Andropov’s
networks in the Party, KGB, government and military were
incomparably stronger than Gorbachev’s and he might well
have leveraged a viable coalition for piecemeal reform of the
Soviet economy.-1

The lessons from the collapse of the Soviet Union must be
thoroughly learned by the remaining – and future – socialist states as
well as the global working class as a whole. In the current stage of
history, where these states constitute a minority and where they face
a powerful ideological enemy that is determined to undermine
them, these lessons are broadly applicable. They form a key part of
the great legacy that the Soviet experience leaves to the global
working class.

The Soviet project is by no means a historical relic; its experience is



relevant and even crucial to contemporary politics. The heroic feats
of the Soviet people live on in China, Vietnam, Cuba, Laos and
Korea; in socialist-oriented and progressive states and movements
around the world. Even in the territories of the former Soviet Union
and the former socialist states in Europe, the memory of better times
endures (not least in the considerable defence and retention of Soviet
achievements, traditions and forms in Belarus). Their populations
are starting, as Fidel Castro predicted they would, to regret the
counter-revolution, to miss “those orderly countries, where
everybody had clothes, food, medicine, education, where there was
no crime and no mafia”; they are coming to “understand en masse the
historic crime they committed in destroying socialism.”-1

The socialist project lives on in China, and becomes stronger every
day. As quality of life gradually catches up with and outstrips that in
the leading capitalist countries, and as China emerges as a global
leader in science and technology and as a force for peace,
multipolarity, sovereign development and environmental
preservation, Chinese socialism will become widely recognised as a
highly effective, innovative and adaptive branch of Marxism.
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4
China’s long war on poverty

IN LATE 2020, the Chinese government announced that its goal of
eliminating extreme poverty by 2021 (the centenary of the founding
of the Communist Party of China) had been met. At the start of the
targeted poverty alleviation programme in 2014, just under 100
million people were identified as living below the poverty line;
seven years later, the number was zero.

To eradicate extreme poverty in a developing country of 1.4 billion
people – which at the time of the founding of the People’s Republic
of China in 1949 was one of the poorest countries in the world,
characterised by widespread malnutrition, illiteracy, foreign
domination and technological backwardness – is without doubt “the
greatest anti-poverty achievement in history”, in the words of UN
Secretary General Antonio Guterres.1

What does it mean to not suffer extreme poverty in China? The most
easily measurable aspect is having a daily income higher than the
World Bank-defined international poverty line of 1.90 USD per day.
But according to the Chinese government’s definition, a person can
be considered to have left extreme poverty only if the “two
assurances and three guarantees” have been met.2 The two
assurances are for adequate food and clothing; the three guarantees
are for access to medical services, safe housing with drinking water
and electricity, and at least nine years of free education. Meanwhile,
the land ownership system in China means that the rural poor have
rent-free access to land and housing – putting them in a very
different category to the rural poor elsewhere in the world.

Hence ending extreme poverty is far more than simply ensuring
that everyone’s income is greater than the international poverty line;
it means their overall basic needs are adequately met; that they enjoy
sufficient access to food, clothing, housing, clean water, modern
energy, education and healthcare. As Fudan University professor
Zhang Weiwei has pointed out, “the concept of poverty in most
other developing countries means lack of basics for life like food,



electricity and housing. This is not the case with the poor or the poor
regions of China.”3

While the achievements of the targeted poverty alleviation
program are unprecedented, the Communist Party of China’s
preoccupation with poverty alleviation begins not in 2013 but in
1921. The pursuit of common prosperity and ensuring the
fundamental human rights of the Chinese people is a thread that
runs throughout the history of the Chinese Revolution and of the
People’s Republic of China.

The Chinese communists’ first major steps towards poverty
alleviation were taken in the liberated zones, starting with the
Jiangxi–Fujian Soviet in 1931. Under the prevailing social order, the
Chinese peasantry (the vast majority of the population) endured
atrocious conditions, regularly suffering famines. A century of
foreign domination and warlord rule had only deepened the brutal
inequality of the feudal system, with the peasantry having to
provide both foot soldiers and grain surpluses.

Land reform was the starting point for addressing this monstrous
poverty. In their classic book about the land reform process in a
small village in Hebei, Ten Mile Inn, Isabel and David Crook describe
the situation prevailing in 1937: Seventy percent of the people of the
village lived in the most dire circumstances. For much of the year
they subsisted on husks, wild herbs, and watery gruel ‘so thin you
could see the reflection of the moon in it’… Landlords and peasants
alike were pitifully poor. Nevertheless there was a profound
difference between them. In times of famine, it was the members of
the poor families who died or emigrated, who were forced by
poverty to kill or sell children whom they could not feed, who were
driven by hunger to join the warlord armies, who were imprisoned
for the nonpayment of taxes or lost their meagre property by default
for nonpayment of debts.4

Land reform acquired different dimensions in different places and at
different times, but its essence was “the uncompensated division of
landlords’ fields among the peasants and outright cancellation of all
accumulated rural debt – that is, the destruction of feudalism.”5

Rural collectivisation in the liberated zones allowed for the entire



village population to share both the work and the fruits of the land.
Village collectives established public health and education for the

first time. Edgar Snow observed that for example, in the Chinese
Soviets, “the Reds attained a higher degree of literacy among the
populace in three or four years than had been achieved anywhere
else in rural China after centuries.”6

William Hinton wrote in Fanshen about the extraordinary impact
that the land reform process had on the rural poor, and particularly
women: “For the first time in their lives they felt some measure of
control over their destiny. They slept under their own roofs, walked
on their own land, planted their own seed, looked forward to
harvesting their own crops and, what was perhaps best of all, owed
neither grain nor money to any man.”7

This newly-democratised countryside would form the core support
base for the Chinese Revolution in the ensuing decades. As Peng
Dehuai (who would later become China’s Defence Minister)
commented, “tactics are important, but we could not exist if the
majority of the people did not support us.”8 The social and economic
progress was deeply intertwined with the military resistance against
Japanese aggression and, later, the reactionary nationalist armies.
Hinton observes that the CPC and its allies “mobilised tens of
millions of hard-pressed peasants for resistance, and that resistance,
by reaching out to all strata of society, laid the groundwork for the
social revolution to come.”9

During the war against Japanese aggression (1937-45), land
expropriation in the liberated zones was paused in the interests of
building the broadest possible united front to defend Chinese
sovereignty. In this period, the CPC and its armies worked with
village committees to reduce rents, reduce interest on loans, and
mitigate some of the gross injustices of feudal life.

Following the declaration of the People’s Republic of China in
October 1949, the land reform programme that had been trialled in
the liberated areas was expanded throughout the country. Within a
few years, landlordism was eliminated and almost the entire
peasantry was organised in collective farms. This was, in the words
of Xi Jinping, “the most extensive and profound social reform in



Chinese history.”10

Bourgeois history tends to regard the period from 1949 until 1978
(the start of Reform and Opening Up) as a failure in economic terms.
According to the standard narrative, the Chinese people discovered
to their own cost that common ownership and equality run counter
to human nature. And yet in terms of improving the wellbeing of the
Chinese people, the period of initial socialist construction was an
overwhelming success, in spite of setbacks, mistakes, excesses and
an adverse external environment. So much is conceded even by
Adrian Wood, principal economist on the team that compiled the
first World Bank report on China in 1983, who commented that “the
previous 30 to 40 years of Chinese development had been
remarkably successful.”11

The curse of famine had finally been lifted. There was
unprecedented progress in public health, leading to an increase in
life expectancy from 36 to 67 in the first three decades following
liberation. It’s true that life expectancy increased globally during this
period, but in China’s case the increase was particularly steep – from
several years below the global average to several years above it.
Access to education was universal, and young adult illiteracy was
wiped out. China broke out of perennial underdevelopment,
building a broad industrial base.

While poor in comparison with most people in the advanced
capitalist countries, Chinese people lived significantly better than
their counterparts in most other developing countries. In
neighbouring India for example, the rural poor continued to face
famine, widespread malnutrition, and lack of access to healthcare,
education, modern energy and clean water.

Thus it is important to recognise that the period of initial socialist
construction played an essential role in China’s long march to end
poverty.

A bigger cake
The period of Reform and Opening Up, starting in 1978 with a set of
economic policies introduced by the Deng Xiaoping leadership, is
not typically discussed in terms of poverty alleviation. And yet it



was conceived in precisely those terms: “to rid our country of
poverty and backwardness.”12 Professor He Ganqiang of Nanjing
University has described the basic goals of the reforms as: “release
and develop the social productive forces, boost scientific
development, and promote common prosperity for the people.”13

China in 1978 was still very much a poor country. Thirty percent of
the rural population – around 250 million people – lived below the
poverty line. Millions experienced inadequate nutrition. While basic
industrialisation had been achieved, productivity was still low, a
long way behind the advanced capitalist countries. Per capita food
production had only grown 10 percent since 1952, although its
distribution was now of course far more equitable.14 Conditions in
the countryside were infinitely better than they had been before the
revolution, as a result of land reform and the introduction of social
welfare; however, the fast-track programme of industrialisation
placed a heavy demand on the peasantry to provide a grain surplus
that would subsidise the country’s overall development.

Kang Bing, former deputy editor-in-chief of China Daily, wrote a
moving personal account of his childhood growing up in Xi’an:
Growing up in 1960s and 1970s, my childhood memory is closely
connected with hunger. Unable to provide enough food to feed its
ever-increasing population which almost doubled in about 30 years,
the People’s Republic had to adopt a food rationing system to ensure
equal distribution of food… In my home city of Xi’an, the monthly
quota for one urban resident was 100 grams of cooking oil, half a
kilogram of meat, half a dozen eggs and 100 grams of sugar. As for
milk, that was given only to families with newborns. Many families
today consume the entire monthly quota of oil, meat, eggs and sugar
in one day. Although the ration system ensured everybody had a
share of the available food and prevented starvation deaths, it led to
malnutrition among children, adolescents, adults and the elderly
alike.15

Chen Yun, one of the CPC’s foremost economic strategists from the
early 1940s onwards, and a leading architect of Reform and Opening
Up, warned in 1979: Our country has more than 900 million people,
80 percent are peasants. The revolution has been won for 30 years



and the people are demanding improvements in their lives. Have
there been improvements? Yes. But many places still do not have
enough to eat, this is a big problem.16

Significant numbers in South China were migrating to Hong Kong in
search of a better life. Prominent Chinese economist Justin Yifu Lin
puts the case bluntly: By 1978 Japan had basically caught up with the
United States, and South Korea and Taiwan, China, had narrowed
the income gap with developed countries. China, although boasting
a complete industrial system, an atomic bomb, and a man-made
satellite, had a standard of living a far cry from that of the developed
world. The new leadership had to improve national economic
performance and make its people as rich as their neighbours, or it
might lose support and its legitimacy for rule.17

The CPC leadership concluded that scientific and technological
development was the crucial factor in pushing forward the evolution
of the Chinese Revolution and raising the living standards of the
people. To a considerable degree then, Reform and Opening Up was
part of a longer-term strategy of catching up with the West. Mao
himself placed great emphasis on the value of catching up: America
has 170 million people, we have several times that number, plentiful
resources, and a similar climate; catching up is possible. Should we
catch up? Of course we should, or else what are you 600 million
people doing? ... In another 50 or 60 years, we should be ahead of
them. This is a responsibility, we have this many people, this much
territory, this many resources, and a socialist society. If in 50 or 60
years you still can’t catch up to America, what’s the matter with
you? You deserve to have your membership in the human race
revoked!18

Lenin wrote in his 1918 article The Immediate Tasks of the Soviet
Government that “socialism calls for a conscious mass advance to
greater productivity of labour compared with capitalism.”19 Yet three
decades after the establishment of the PRC, China’s labour
productivity remained far behind that of the US. Part of the reason
for this is that China had been cut off from technological
developments in the capitalist world as a result of a near-total
blockade imposed by the Truman administration. In the same article,



Lenin had opined that “the possibility of building socialism depends
exactly upon our success in combining the Soviet power and the
Soviet organisation of administration with the up-to-date
achievements of capitalism.” But these up-to-date achievements of
capitalism were beyond China’s reach during the 1950s and 60s.

The improvement in relations with the US – starting with Henry
Kissinger’s secret visit to Beijing in 1971 and President Nixon’s visit
the following year – opened the way for China to acquire capital
goods, attract investment and learn from the West’s scientific,
technological and managerial innovations. With the formal
establishment of US-China bilateral relations in 1979 and the
initiation of normal trade relations in 1980, China also gained access
to a global market.

Concurrently, the Chinese leadership was developing a deeper
understanding of the situation in the countryside and the need to
urgently improve living standards. Isabella Weber writes in her 2021
book How China Escaped Shock Therapy that, somewhat ironically,
many of the young economists pushing for reform in the rural
economy were urban intellectuals that had been ‘sent down’ to the
countryside during the Cultural Revolution: The experience of rural
poverty was the starting point for a movement of young intellectuals
who were dedicated to rural reform after their return to the urban
centres.20

Xi Jinping, himself a ‘sent-down youth’ in the 1970s, made a similar
point in 1990, while working as party secretary in Ningde, Fujian:
Many Party members are sent to extremely remote, impoverished
areas, where they learn about the people’s suffering firsthand…
Upon their return, Party members always say that they have
developed more empathy for the people, and they feel a stronger
sense of responsibility to serve them.21

Solving the problem of rural poverty was therefore the starting point
for the reform process, which emphasised productivity, science and
technology as means of generating greater social wealth. That
process has been spectacularly successful in its poverty reduction
aims. Indeed the UN Development Program in 2010 described China
as having achieved “the most rapid decline in absolute poverty ever



witnessed.”22

Between 1978 and 2013, the number of people living below the
World Bank threshold of absolute poverty dropped from 80 percent
to 9 percent of the population.23 While China’s per capita GDP was
approximately the same as India’s in 1978, by 2020 it was five times
higher. Per capita GDP figures are partially misleading here since, in
the pre-reform era, many essential goods and services were provided
freely to the population (hence the Chinese peasantry enjoyed a far
higher standard of living than the Indian peasantry, in spite of
having a similar income). Nonetheless, the vast majority of Chinese
people experienced a dramatic improvement in living standards in
the decades following the adoption of Reform and Opening Up.

Food production increased substantially, such that “China finally
produced enough grain to abolish grain rationing altogether.”24

People also benefitted from a much more varied diet. In the 1980s,
key consumer goods such as refrigerators and washing machines
went from being relatively rare to being almost universal. The rate of
access to clean water and modern energy also increased
dramatically.

British economist John Ross judges that:

the most comprehensive criteria for judging the overall impact
of social and environmental conditions in a country is average
life expectancy – as this sums up and balances the combined
effect of all positive and negative economic, social,
environmental, health, educational and other trends.25

Average life expectancy in China in 1975 was 62 – impressive for a
large developing country at the time, certainly when compared with
India’s 49. However in the US it was 71. By 2022, China’s average life
expectancy had reached 78.2,26 while in the US it was 76.4 (having
dropped from a peak of 78.8 in 2019.27

Infant mortality rate is another important poverty indicator. Colin
Mackerras notes that infant mortality in China “fell from 37.6 deaths
per 1,000 live births around the late 1970s to 5.4 per 1,000 in 2020,
just lower than the United States, where it was 5.69 per 1000 live



births the same year.”28

Arthur Kroeber writes that between 1988 and 2008, average per
capita income in China grew by 229 percent – “ten times the global
average of 24 percent, and far ahead of the rates for India (34
percent).”29

Thus it is beyond dispute that economic reforms have been
tremendously impactful in terms of reducing poverty in China.
What is also beyond dispute is that inequality has grown at a
startling rate. While the cake is much bigger – China’s GDP rose
from 150 billion USD in 1978 to 17.7 trillion USD in 2021 – it has been
divided very unequally.30 But even the smallest slices are much
larger than they were. The late Egyptian political scientist Samir
Amin, who was by no means uncritical of Chinese socialism, pointed
out that “the growth of income has been a reality for almost all the
population even if that growth has been much higher for some than
it has been for the others.” Therefore in China, “growing inequality
has been accompanied by reduction of poverty”, unlike in the vast
majority of countries of the Global South, where “growth – and in
some cases significant high growth – has benefited only a
minority.”31

The Italian Marxist philosopher Domenico Losurdo made a
profound analysis of the inequalities introduced as a result of
China’s market reforms. He pointed out that there are two types of
inequality to consider: “1) inequality existing on the global scale
between the most and least developed countries; and 2) the
inequality existing within each individual country.” Losurdo states
that China’s rise constitutes a most extraordinary contribution to the
fight against global-scale inequality. He also points to the existence
of an “absolute inequality that exists between life and death” which
Chinese socialism has addressed with extraordinary success,
“eliminating once and for all the absolute qualitative inequality
inherent in starvation and the risk of starvation.”32

None of which is to say that inequality in China is not a problem. It
is a serious problem, and is recognised as such by China’s
government, which has been actively working to reduce inequality
for the last two decades. Kroeber notes that since 2000, Beijing has



launched: a host of policies specifically designed to reduce urban-
rural inequality and inequalities between poor and rich regions.
Programs to boost rural incomes have included: a relaxation of rules
requiring farmers to grow grain, enabling them to increase
production of more profitable cash crops; the easing and finally
abolition of taxes and fees on agricultural production; a major push
to build farm-to-market roads, helping farmers gain access to richer
urban consumers; and stepped-up investments in food processing
industries.33

All this has been combined with vast infrastructure development
programmes, particularly in the poorer Western and Central regions.
Kroeber observes that the urban-rural income gap started to shrink
from 2009. In addition to the urban-rural gap, inequality between
lower-income groups and higher-income groups has also been
waning since 2010. Compulsory free 9-year education was
established in 2007, and the rural cooperative medical insurance
system was set up in 2003. The rural minimum living standard
guarantee (dibao) programme, first introduced in Shanghai in 1993,
is “one of the largest minimum income cash transfer schemes in the
world.”34 These and other steps to restore a functioning social
welfare system aim to address the inequality and unfairness
associated with the market economy.

In sum, it should be clear that four decades of market reforms and
the expansion of private capital, while introducing a level of
inequality that would have been unimaginable in pre-1978 China,
have nevertheless played an indispensable role in reducing poverty.
Indeed, as mentioned above, eliminating poverty was the central
motivating force of Reform and Opening Up. As Deng Xiaoping said
in 1987: “to uphold socialism, a socialism that is to be superior to
capitalism, it is imperative first and foremost to eliminate poverty.”35

Targeted poverty alleviation
At the 18th National Congress of the CPC in 2012, General Secretary
Xi Jinping announced the two centenary goals: “realising a
moderately prosperous society by the centenary of the CPC in 2021
and turning China into a prosperous, democratic, culturally



advanced and harmonious modern socialist country by the
centenary of the People’s Republic of China in 2049.”36 The most
important component of becoming a “moderately prosperous
society” was to eliminate absolute poverty. Towards this goal, in
2014, China’s government embarked upon the largest systematic
poverty alleviation programme in history.

Researchers at the Tricontinental Institute have published a dossier
about the targeted poverty alleviation programme, Serve the People:
The Eradication of Extreme Poverty in China, based on extensive
research, case studies and interviews, carried out by a small team on
the ground in China. The dossier describes the four questions that
guided implementation of the programme: “Who should be lifted
out of poverty? Who carries out the work? What measures need to
be taken to address poverty? How can evaluations be done to ensure
that people remain out of poverty?”37

To help answer the first question, that is, to identify those living in
extreme poverty, the dossier notes that 800,000 CPC cadres,
community workers and volunteers were mobilised to “visit and
survey every household across the country, identifying 89.62 million
poor people in 29.48 million households and 128,000 villages.”
Having identified those living below the poverty line, the cadres
worked with each family and community to identify specific
measures to improve their situation.

As noted in the introduction to this chapter, the Chinese
government’s definition of extreme poverty is not based solely on
income level, but also includes the two assurances (for adequate food
and clothing) and three guarantees (access to medical services, safe
housing with drinking water and electricity, and at least nine years
of free education). As such, permanently ending extreme poverty is
not a unidimensional problem that can be solved simply by
transferring cash to poor families. To create family- and community-
specific solutions to poverty has required an extraordinary level of
mobilisation.

Three million carefully selected cadres were dispatched to
poor villages, forming 255,000 teams that reside there. Living



in humble conditions for generally one to three years at a time,
the teams worked alongside poor peasants, local officials, and
volunteers until each household was lifted out of poverty…
By 2015, all poor villages had a resident team, and every poor
household had an assigned cadre to help in the process of
being lifted, and more importantly, of lifting themselves out of
poverty.38

The targeted poverty alleviation campaign used a wide array of
methods. Millions of jobs were created through the development of
local production units (with the corresponding access to funding,
training, equipment and markets), and also through the innovative
use of technology, for example using e-commerce to connect small
rural businesses with China’s vast online market. A report by
China’s State Council Information Office discusses the launch of e-
commerce projects throughout the countryside: All 832 poor
counties have been included in the initiative… The number of e-
businesses in these counties grew from 1.32 million in 2016 to 3.11
million in 2020.39

As part of the poverty alleviation programme, many industries have
been transferred from the urban coastal areas to the rural inland
zones, with more than 300,000 industrial bases having been built in
the last decade. The government “has facilitated the transfer of food
processing, clothes manufacturing, and other labour-intensive
industries from the east to the west. With the growth of such
specialty industries, poor areas have gained economic
momentum.”40 Thus while working to eliminate poverty, China is
also making progress towards the vision outlined by Marx and
Engels 150 years ago of “abolishing the antithesis between town and
country”.41

The poverty alleviation programme is also connected to China’s
bid to create an ‘ecological civilisation’, protecting ecosystems,
reducing pollution and getting to net zero greenhouse gas emissions.
For example, millions of people have been employed in the
restoration and protection of forests and grasslands.42

Education also plays an important role in poverty alleviation, and



in recent years several million teachers have been dispatched to the
poorer Central and Western regions.43 In the decade from 2010 to
2020, the average number of years of education for Chinese adults
increased from nine to ten, and the number of people with tertiary
education nearly doubled, from 8,930 to 15,467 per 100,000.44 Remote
learning techniques have also been widely deployed in
impoverished areas, greatly aided by improvements in
communications infrastructure: over 98 percent of poor villages now
have access to optical fibre communications and 4G technology, up
from less than 70 percent in 2017.45

The authors of the Tricontinental dossier note that, “for families
who are living in extremely remote areas or exposed to frequent
natural disasters, it is near impossible to break the cycle of poverty
without moving to more habitable environments.” As such, almost
10 million people were voluntarily relocated from remote zones to
newly built urban communities, which included schools, hospitals,
childcare facilities and cultural centres.

As noted at the beginning of the chapter, the targeted poverty
alleviation programme succeeded in reducing the number of people
living in absolute poverty from just under 100 million people to zero.
As Xi Jinping observed: thanks to the sustained efforts of the
Chinese people from generation to generation, those who once lived
in poverty no longer have to worry about food or clothing or access
to education, housing and medical insurance.46

What’s more, the goal of eliminating extreme poverty was fulfilled
while the country was concurrently battling a pandemic which has
driven millions into poverty throughout the world. The success of
this campaign should be considered as testament to China’s socialist
system: no state with a capitalist ruling class has ever made such a
comprehensive and systematic effort to provide people’s most basic
human rights. The orientation of government policy towards the
needs of the poor; the strong institutional and infrastructural
framework; and the willingness of millions of cadre to participate in
the campaign: all these are reflections of a vibrant Chinese socialism.

Towards common prosperity



With the completion of the targeted poverty alleviation campaign
and the accomplishment of the first centenary goal, China has scored
an important victory; but the long war on poverty continues, and the
second centenary goal has now come into sharper focus. Building a
great modern socialist country in all respects implies taking on
relative poverty, improving per capita GDP, revitalising rural areas,
and reducing inequality between regions and groups. It is time for
“making the cake bigger and better and sharing it fairly through
rational institutional arrangements.”47

In an article entitled Making Solid Progress Toward Common
Prosperity, based on a speech at the 10th meeting of the Central
Financial and Economic Affairs Commission on 17 August 2021, Xi
Jinping explained that the success of the targeted poverty alleviation
campaign had “created conditions conducive to bringing about
prosperity for all,” and that China was now advancing into “a
historical stage in which we will make solid steps toward common
prosperity.”48

In a detailed analysis of the concept of common prosperity, British
academic Michael Dunford notes that the phrase first appeared in an
article in People’s Daily on 25 September 1953, and was posed as a
key goal of China’s socialist construction.49 Deng Xiaoping talked
frequently about common prosperity, highlighting that the principle
of “letting a few get rich first” was only a means of accelerating the
advance of the entire population, and that the basic aims and
structures of socialism should not be thrown out with the
introduction of certain elements of capitalism: Wealth in a socialist
society belongs to the people. To get rich in a socialist society means
prosperity for the entire people. The principles of socialism are: first,
development of production and second, common prosperity. We
permit some people and some regions to become prosperous first,
for the purpose of achieving common prosperity faster.50

Jiang Zemin also often invoked the idea of common prosperity:
“We will ensure that our people will reap the benefit of continued
economic growth and gradually achieve common prosperity.”51 In
his report to the Eighteenth National Congress of the CPC, Hu Jintao
described common prosperity as “the fundamental principle of



socialism with Chinese characteristics”, adding that the government
must: adjust the pattern of national income distribution, tighten its
regulation by secondary distribution and work hard to narrow
income gaps so that all the people can share in more fruits of
development in a fair way and move steadily toward common
prosperity.52

Thus each generation of the leadership of the People’s Republic of
China has actively promoted the concept of common prosperity.
However, with the completion of the targeted poverty alleviation
programme, common prosperity becomes a major policy priority. In
a speech given in January 2021 at a seminar for provincial and
ministerial level officials on studying and implementing the guiding
principles of the Fifth Plenary Session of the 19th CPC Central
Committee, Xi Jinping said: Realising common prosperity is more
than an economic goal. It is a major political issue that bears on our
Party’s governance foundation. We cannot allow the gap between
the rich and the poor to continue growing… We cannot permit the
wealth gap to become an unbridgeable gulf… We must be proactive
about narrowing the gaps between regions, between urban and rural
areas, and between rich and poor people. We should promote all-
around social progress and well-rounded personal development,
and advocate social fairness and justice, so that our people enjoy the
fruits of development in a fairer way. We should see that people
have a stronger sense of fulfilment, happiness, and security and
make them feel that common prosperity is not an empty slogan but a
concrete fact that they can see and feel for themselves.53

In the above-cited article, Making Solid Progress Toward Common
Prosperity, Xi Jinping put forward various targets and timelines: to
make “solid progress toward bringing prosperity to all”, reducing
income inequality by the end of the 14th five-year plan in 2025;
ensuring equitable access to basic public services by 2035; and
“basically achieving” common prosperity by 2049, with “gaps
between individual incomes and actual consumption levels
narrowed to an appropriate range.” Xi called for an action plan to be
formulated with these targets in mind. And since the Chinese
government is not in the habit of making empty promises, the action



plan should include “rational and workable systems of targets and
methods of evaluation.”

The renewed emphasis on common prosperity also sends a
message about maintaining the primacy of the public sector of
China’s economy, since it is the role of the state-owned companies,
government planning and macroeconomic regulation which ensures
the country’s overall economic activity serves the people as a whole.
As the influential Chinese academic Cheng Enfu pointed out in 2014:
If the public economy is not treated as dominant in the socialist
economy, government’s adjustment function will be weakened
greatly, which will greatly hinder the implementation of the
economic and social development strategy of the country and the
country will lack the economic basis that will guarantee the
fundamental interest of the masses and common prosperity.54

Hu Leming, Deputy Director of the Institute of Economics, Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences, makes a similar point about the
relationship between the public economy and the pursuit of
common prosperity: Without the leading position of the public
economy, there will be no solid economic basis and powerful
material means and basis for governance by the Communist Party,
nor for the whole socialist superstructure, and we will have no
means to prevent growing income disparity and will not be able to
realise common prosperity.55

Deng Xiaoping often insisted that “predominance of public
ownership and common prosperity are the two fundamental
socialist principles that we must adhere to.”56 The renewed emphasis
on common prosperity is an important step in the ongoing attempts
to “strike a proper balance between efficiency and fairness”,57 to
impose limits on the influence of the owners of capital, to reassert
the primacy of the state-owned economy and the interests of the
working class, and to reiterate that the CPC will never “take the evil
road of changing our flags and banners.”58

While the common prosperity campaign is in its early stages, there
have already been a number of important developments, including a
regulatory crackdown on the private education sector,59 a set of
measures to prevent gaming addiction among children,60 the



imposition of stricter rent controls,61 and several laws and
regulations to protect the rights of workers in the “gig economy”.
Tech companies “must now sign labour contracts with their gig
workers, and provide them with the insurance coverage of state-run
insurers”62; furthermore, China’s Trade Union Law has been revised
to enable and encourage unionisation of gig economy workers.63

China’s success in eliminating extreme poverty is “far from a full
stop” and we can expect the Chinese party and government to
continue “consolidating and expanding poverty alleviation
achievements,”64 deepening the campaign to end relative poverty
and achieve common prosperity.

Meanwhile in the advanced capitalist countries, where the
capitalist class is the ruling class, and where neoliberal economic
theory has dominated for the last four decades, we are seeing an
alarming rise in poverty and inequality. Rather than pursuing
common prosperity, the US and its allies are drifting towards mass
destitution. This disparity highlights that China’s continuing
achievements in poverty alleviation are a function of its socialist
system. As Deng Xiaoping said in 1987, ultimately, “only the socialist
system can eradicate poverty.”65
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5
Manufacturing consent  
for the containment and  
encirclement of China

If you’re not careful, the newspapers will have you hating the
people who are being oppressed, and loving the people who
are doing the oppressing. (Malcolm X)

THE Western media is waging a systematic and ferocious
propaganda war against China. In the court of Western public
opinion, China stands accused of an array of terrifying crimes:
conducting a genocide against Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang; wiping
out democracy in Hong Kong; militarising the South China Sea;
attempting to impose colonial control over Taiwan; carrying out a
land grab in Africa; preventing Tibetans and Inner Mongolians from
speaking their languages; spying on the good peoples of the
democratic world; and more.

Australian scholar Roland Boer has characterised these accusations
as “atrocity propaganda – an old anti-communist and indeed anti-
anyone-who-does-not-toe-the-Western-line approach that tries to
manufacture a certain image for popular consumption.” Boer
observes that this propaganda serves to create an impression of
China as a brutal authoritarian dystopia which “can only be a fiction
for anyone who actually spends some time in China, let alone lives
there.”1

It’s not difficult to understand why China would be subjected to
this sort of elaborate disinformation campaign. This media offensive
is part of the imperialist world’s ongoing attempts to reverse the
Chinese Revolution, to subvert Chinese socialism, to weaken China,
to diminish its role in international affairs and, as a result, to
undermine the global trajectory towards multipolarity and a future
free from hegemonism. As journalist Chen Weihua has pointed out,



“the reasons for the intensifying US propaganda war are obvious:
Washington views a fast-rising China as a challenge to its primacy
around the world.” Furthermore, “the success of a country with a
different political system is unacceptable to politicians in
Washington.”2

Propaganda wars can also be war propaganda. In this case, the war
in question is the escalating US-led New Cold War.3 The various
slanders against China – particularly the most lurid accusations,
such as that of genocide in Xinjiang – have much in common with
the 2003 allegations regarding Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction, or
the 2011 allegation that the Libyan state under Muammar Gaddafi
was preparing a massacre in Benghazi. These narratives are
constructed specifically in order to mobilise public opinion in favour
of imperialist foreign policy: waging a genocidal war against the
people of Iraq; bombing Libya into the Stone Age; and, today,
conducting a wide-ranging campaign of economic coercion, political
subversion and military threats against the People’s Republic of
China.

In his book Neo-Colonialism, the Last Stage of Imperialism, Kwame
Nkrumah, Pan-Africanist and first President of Ghana, discusses
how “ideological and cultural weapons in the form of intrigues,
manoeuvres and slander campaigns” were employed by the Western
powers during the Cold War in order to undermine the socialist
countries and the newly-liberated territories of Africa, Asia and
Latin America:

While Hollywood takes care of fiction, the enormous
monopoly press, together with the outflow of slick, clever,
expensive magazines, attends to what it chooses to call
‘news’… A flood of anti-liberation propaganda emanates from
the capital cities of the West, directed against China, Vietnam,
Indonesia, Algeria, Ghana and all countries which hack out
their own independent path to freedom.4

The mechanisms for such “intrigues, manoeuvres and slander
campaigns” have changed little since Nkrumah’s day. British media
analysts David Cromwell and David Edwards explore the concept of



the propaganda blitz – “fast-moving attacks intended to inflict
maximum damage in minimum time.” These media attacks are
“communicated with high emotional intensity and moral outrage”
and, crucially, give the appearance of enjoying consensus support
among experts, academics, journalists and politicians.5 This
consensus “generates the impression that everyone knows that the
claim is truthful.”6 Such a consensus is most powerful when it
includes not only right-wing ideologues but also prominent leftist
commentators. “If even celebrity progressive journalists – people
famous for their principled stands, and colourful socks and ties –
join the denunciations, then there must be something to the claims.
At this point, it becomes difficult to doubt it.”

When it comes to China, many such commentators are only too
happy to oblige: British columnist Owen Jones for example, writing
for The Guardian, has asserted that “despite the denials of the
Chinese regime, the brutal campaign against the Uighurs in the
Xinjiang region is real.”7 Jones backs his assertion up with links to
two other Guardian articles, both of which rely on research provided
by the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI) – a hawkish anti-
China think tank funded by the Australian government, the US
government and various multinational arms manufacturers (of
which more below). That is, this self-described socialist relies on the
same sources as the most extreme China hawks in Washington. Yet
his public endorsement of anti-China slander, along with that of
NATO-aligned commentators such as Paul Mason,8 serves to create
the impression that such slander is entirely credible, as opposed to
being what it in fact is, namely yet another unhinged far-right
conspiracy theory.

Although the various anti-China slanders clearly lack evidentiary
support, they are nonetheless powerful, persuasive and
sophisticated. It requires no great skill to persuade hardened
reactionaries and anti-communists to take a hard line against China,
but the propaganda war is carefully crafted such that it actively taps
into progressive ideas and sentiments. The accusation of genocide is
particularly potent: by accusing China of perpetrating a genocide
against Uyghur Muslims in Xinjiang, imperialist politicians and



journalists are able to mobilise legitimate sympathies with Muslims
and national minorities, as well as invoking righteous indignation in
relation to genocide. An emotional-intellectual environment is
created in which to defend China against accusations of genocide is
equivalent to being a Holocaust denier. Solidarity with China thus
incurs a hefty psychological, and perhaps material and physical,
cost.



Manufacturing Consent
Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky’s 1988 work Manufacturing
Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media remains an
authoritative and indispensable analysis of how the so-called free
press works in the capitalist world. In particular, the book explores
the connection between the economic interests of the ruling class and
the ideas that are communicated via mass media. “The media serve,
and propagandise on behalf of, the powerful societal interests that
control and finance them. The representatives of these interests have
important agendas and principles that they want to advance, and
they are well positioned to shape and constrain media policy.”9

Herman and Chomsky develop a propaganda model, in which a set
of informal but entrenched ‘filters’ determine what media consumers
read, watch and hear. These filters include:
• The ownership structure of the dominant mass-media firms.

Media owners are members of the capitalist class, and they
consistently privilege the interests of that class.

• Reliance on advertising revenue. Since most media operations
can only survive, meet their costs and turn a profit if they carry
advertising from large corporations, they must be sensitive to the
political views of those corporations.

• Reliance on information “provided by government, business,
and ‘experts’ funded and approved by these primary sources
and agents of power.”10 The authors note that the Pentagon, for
example, “has a public-information service that involves many
thousands of employees, spending hundreds of millions of
dollars every year and dwarfing not only the public-information
resources of any dissenting individual or group but the
aggregate of such groups.”11

• A system of ‘flak’, or negative feedback, in response to news
stories that don’t conform to the values of those in power. This
“may take the form of letters, telegrams, phone calls, petitions,
lawsuits, speeches and bills before Congress, and other modes of
complaint, threat, and punitive action.”12 With the advent of the



internet – and particularly social media – methods of ‘flak’ have
multiplied, and provide an important means of conditioning
what information is consumed by the public.

• The pervasive ideological framework of anticommunism, which
serves as “a national religion and control mechanism”. Here the
authors are referring specifically to the United States, but the
point holds elsewhere in the West.

According to Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model, “the raw
material of news must pass through successive filters, leaving only
the cleansed residue fit to print.”13 The resulting news output serves
to “inculcate and defend the economic, social, and political agenda
of privileged groups that dominate the domestic society and the
state.”14

Western mainstream media coverage of China fits comfortably
within this model. Almost without exception the major media
operations – from Fox News to The Guardian, from the BBC to the
Washington Post – present a narrative consistently hostile to China.
For example, in relation to the 2019 protest movement in Hong
Kong, the Western press was universal in its one-sided
condemnation of the Hong Kong police and authorities, and in its
effusive support for ‘pro-democracy’ protestors. Violence by the
protestors – storming the parliament building, attacking buses,
throwing petrol bombs, vandalising buildings and intimidating
ordinary citizens – was either totally ignored or written off as the
actions of a small minority, whereas the local Hong Kong
government was subjected to an extraordinary level of scrutiny and
condemnation. A Guardian editorial went so far as to state that
“China is crushing any shred of resistance in Hong Kong, in breach
of its promises to maintain the region’s freedoms”15 – unironically
citing Chris Patten, the last (unelected like all his predecessors)
British governor of Hong Kong, in support of its claim. It apparently
didn’t occur to the author to contrast the Hong Kong police’s
incredibly restrained response to the protests with the US police’s
shockingly violent repression of Black Lives Matter protests during
the summer of 2020, which saw several fatalities at the hands of the



US police, compared to precisely zero at the hands of their Hong
Kong counterparts.16

No major Western news outlet seriously explored the violence of
the protestors; nor did they mention the protest leaders’ extensive
links with some of the most reactionary US politicians;17 nor did they
choose to investigate the role of the National Endowment for
Democracy in providing financial support to the movement.18

Meanwhile they shamelessly ignored the millions of Hong Kong
residents who didn’t support the protests, who saw that “rioters and
mobs were everywhere destroying public facilities, paralysing
railway systems and so on but they were called ‘Freedom Fighters’
by Western countries.”19

Conversely, what should be positive stories about China – for
example in relation to poverty alleviation,20 or its progress in the
field of renewable energy,21 or suppressing the Covid-19 pandemic22

– are either ignored or magically transformed into anti-China stories.
The announcement that China had succeeded in its goal of
eliminating extreme poverty was “delivered with much bombast but
few details”, and the whole program was written off as part of a
cunning strategy by Xi Jinping “to cement his position as the
country’s most powerful leader since Mao Zedong”.23 Literally
millions of lives were saved as a result of China’s dynamic Zero
Covid strategy, and yet according to the New York Times, the CPC is
simply trying to “use China’s success in containing the virus to
prove that its top-down governance model is superior to that of
liberal democracies”. While acknowledging that a policy of saving
millions of lives unsurprisingly “still enjoys strong public support”,
this is put down to a familiar trope that Chinese people have
“limited access to information and no tools to hold the authority
accountable”.24

Veteran political scientist Michael Parenti wrote in Blackshirts and
Reds about the absurdity of Western propaganda against the socialist
world during the Cold War, and how refraction through the lens of
anti-communism could “transform any data about existing
communist societies into hostile evidence.” He notes:



If the Soviets refused to negotiate a point, they were
intransigent and belligerent; if they appeared willing to make
concessions, this was but a skilful ploy to put us off our guard.
By opposing arms limitations, they would have demonstrated
their aggressive intent; but when in fact they supported most
armament treaties, it was because they were mendacious and
manipulative. If the churches in the USSR were empty, this
demonstrated that religion was suppressed; but if the
churches were full, this meant the people were rejecting the
regimes atheistic ideology. If the workers went on strike (as
happened on infrequent occasions), this was evidence of their
alienation from the collectivist system; if they didn’t go on
strike, this was because they were intimidated and lacked
freedom. A scarcity of consumer goods demonstrated the
failure of the economic system; an improvement in consumer
supplies meant only that the leaders were attempting to
placate a restive population and so maintain a firmer hold
over them.25

Parenti’s observation certainly resonates with the contemporary
media consensus against China. For such a media consensus to be
coincidental would be a statistical impossibility. It represents
precisely the current political agenda of the “privileged groups that
dominate the domestic society and the state” (that is, the imperialist
ruling classes); it aims precisely to manufacture consent for the New
Cold War on China.

Xinjiang
Nowhere is the propaganda model more visible than in relation to
the mainstream media coverage of Xinjiang. The accusation that
China is committing a genocide (or “cultural genocide”) in Xinjiang
has been repeated so frequently as to become almost an accepted
truth in large parts of the West. Although the accusation is backed
up with precious little evidence, the story has become a global media
sensation and has led to the introduction of an escalating program of
sanctions, plus a “diplomatic boycott” by various imperialist



countries of the Beijing Winter Olympics in February 2022.26

Furthermore, it has filtered into popular consciousness, fuelled by
sophisticated social media campaigns. It has become the
quintessential example of a propaganda blitz. As noted above, and
consistent with Edwards and Cromwell’s description, this
propaganda blitz is represented across the corporate media’s
conservative-liberal spectrum, from Fox News27 to the New York
Times,28 from the Daily Mail29 to The Guardian.30

Herman and Chomsky’s propaganda model explains how such a
story picks up steam:

For stories that are useful, the process will get under way with
a series of government leaks, press conferences, white papers,
etc… If the other major media like the story, they will follow it
up with their own versions, and the matter quickly becomes
newsworthy by familiarity. If the articles are written in an
assured and convincing style, are subject to no criticisms or
alternative interpretations in the mass media, and command
support by authority figures, the propaganda themes quickly
become established as true even without real evidence. This
tends to close out dissenting views even more
comprehensively, as they would now conflict with an already
established popular belief. This in turn opens up further
opportunities for still more inflated claims, as these can be
made without fear of serious repercussions.31

The mass media is supplemented by much of the radical left in the
imperialist heartlands. Popular progressive news outlet Democracy
Now has parroted every lurid accusation against China in relation to
Xinjiang.32 Jacobin in 2021 gave a sympathetic interview to Sean R
Roberts, author of The War on the Uyghurs: China’s Campaign Against
Xinjiang’s Muslims, in which he claims that “what we see right now
in the Uyghur region is a lot like the process of cultural genocide
elsewhere in the world from a century ago, but benefitting from
high-tech forms of repression that are available now in the twenty-
first century”.33 Meanwhile Britain’s Socialist Worker claims that “up
to one million Uyghurs are locked up in internment camps.”34



Somewhat ironically, Noam Chomsky himself is not immune to the
imperialist propaganda model, stating in a 2021 podcast episode that
China’s actions in Xinjiang are “terrible” and “highly repressive”,
and repeating the assertion (discussed at length below) that “there
are a million people who have gone through reeducation camps.”35

Meanwhile in the sphere of parliamentary politics, right and left
have formed an unholy alliance in pursuit of the New Cold War on
China. Besides right-wing fundamentalists such as Mike Pompeo,
progressive Democratic Congresswoman Ilhan Omar has been
hawkish regarding Xinjiang, calling on US businesses to study an
Australian Strategic Policy Initiative (ASPI) report condemning
China and ensure that their companies are not connected to Uyghur
forced labour. Omar said:

No American company should be profiting from the use of
gulag labor, or from Uyghur prisoners who are transferred for
work after their time in Xinjiang’s concentration camps.36

WHAT IS CHINA ACCUSED OF IN XINJIANG?

Genocide
Of all the claims that are made in relation to China’s treatment of
Uyghur people, the most serious is that it is perpetrating a genocide.
One of the last acts of Trump’s State Department was, in January
2021, to declare that the Chinese government is “committing
genocide and crimes against humanity through its wide-scale
repression of Uyghurs and other predominantly Muslim ethnic
minorities in its northwestern region of Xinjiang, including in its use
of internment camps and forced sterilisation.”37 The Biden
administration doubled down on this slander, claiming in its 2021
annual human rights report that “genocide and crimes against
humanity occurred during the year against the predominantly
Muslim Uyghurs and other ethnic and religious minority groups in
Xinjiang”, and that the components of this genocide included “the
arbitrary imprisonment or other severe deprivation of physical
liberty of more than one million civilians; forced sterilisation,



coerced abortions, and more restrictive application of China’s birth
control policies; rape; torture of a large number of those arbitrarily
detained; forced labor; and the imposition of draconian restrictions
on freedom of religion or belief, freedom of expression, and freedom
of movement.”38

Canada’s House of Commons quickly followed suit,39 as did the
French National Assembly.40 The European Parliament adopted a
somewhat less adventurist resolution claiming that Muslims in
Xinjiang were at “serious risk of genocide.”41

Genocide has a detailed definition under international law, which
can be summarised as the purposeful destruction in whole or in part
of a national, ethnic, racial or religious group.42 It is rightly
considered to be one of the gravest crimes against humanity. As
such, it is not the sort of accusation that should be thrown around
carelessly and without evidence. And yet imperialist ideologues
routinely do exactly that. As Herman and Chomsky pointed out
decades ago:

genocide is an invidious word that officials apply readily to
cases of victimisation in enemy states, but rarely if ever to
similar or worse cases of victimisation by the United States
itself or allied regimes.43

Prominent scholar and economist Jeffrey Sachs has written in
relation to the Biden administration’s accusations of genocide that “it
has offered no proof, and unless it can, the State Department should
withdraw the charge.” Continuing, Sachs writes that the charge of
genocide should never be made lightly. “Inappropriate use of the
term may escalate geopolitical and military tensions and devalue the
historical memory of genocides such as the Holocaust, thereby
hindering the ability to prevent future genocides. It behoves the US
government to make any charge of genocide responsibly, which it
has failed to do here.”44

What is the nature of the actual genocide charge? A 2021 report by
a highly dubious Washington think-tank, the Newlines Institute for
Strategy and Policy,45 claims that the Chinese government has



implemented “comprehensive state policy and practice” with “the
intent to destroy the Uyghurs as a group.” The report doesn’t claim
that Uyghurs are directly being killed, but that coercive birth control
measures are being selectively applied such that the Uyghur
population slowly dies off.

However, there is no credible data to support these claims. It is the
case that the birth rate has been trending downwards in Xinjiang,
but the same is true for every Chinese province. Meanwhile, the
Uyghur population from 2010 to 2018 increased from 10.2 million to
12.7 million, an increase of 25 percent. During the same period, the
Han Chinese population in Xinjiang increased by just 2 percent.46

Reflecting on the reasons for the marginal downturn in Uyghur
birthrate, Pakistani-Canadian peace activist Omar Latif noted that
the causes are “the same as elsewhere;

more women acquiring higher education and participating in
the workforce; less necessity for parents to have more children
to take care of them in old age; urbanisation; lessening of
patriarchal controls over women; increased freedom for
women to practice birth control.47

China’s one-child policy was first implemented in 1978, at a time
when China was relatively insecure about its ability to feed a large
population (China has 18 percent of the global population but only
around 12 percent of the world’s arable land, along with chronic
water scarcity).48 The policy was in place until 2015, and largely
serves to explain the long-term decline in the birth rate in China.
However, national minorities – including Uyghurs – were exempt
from the policy. Indeed the Uyghur population doubled during the
period the one-child policy was in force. This pattern is replicated
throughout China – according to the latest census data, the
population of minority groups increased over the last decade by
10.26 percent (to 125 million), while that of Han Chinese grew by
4.93 percent (to 1.3 billion) – less than half the rate.

Another data point that tends to belie the claims of a genocide in
Xinjiang is that average life expectancy in the region has increased
from 30 years in 1949 to 75 years today.49



One question that the various anti-China think tanks have not
addressed is: if there were a genocide taking place in Xinjiang –
including the ‘slow genocide’ of discriminatory coercive birth
control – would this not lead to a refugee crisis? There is certainly no
evidence of such a crisis; no camps along the border with Pakistan or
Kazakhstan, and so on. Repression, war, poverty and climate change
have combined to produce numerous current refugee crises in
Africa, Asia and the Middle East; it is highly implausible that a full-
blown genocide in Western China would not lead to any such issue.
A Time article in 2021 confirmed that, in spite of both the Trump and
Biden administrations’ outspoken criticisms of human rights abuses
in Xinjiang, the US had not admitted a single Uyghur refugee in the
preceding 12 months.50 Given that, in the same time period, Biden
offered a refuge to people “fleeing Hong Kong crackdown”,51 it’s
unimaginable that the US would not offer refugee status to
thousands of Xinjiang Uyghurs fleeing persecution – if they existed.

Lamenting the fact that the Office of the High Commissioner for
Human Rights ‘Assessment of human rights concerns in the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region’, issued in August 2022, fails to even
mention the charge of genocide, Yale Law School academic Nicholas
Bequelin lets slip that there simply is not a credible evidentiary basis
for such a charge. “For the crime of genocide, you need to have
several elements. One of the elements is intent. You need to be able
to demonstrate, and to demonstrate convincingly, before a court, that
the state had the intent of committing genocide. That’s the first
thing. The second is that you have a number of elements for the
crime of genocide – which is that it has to be a systematic,
widespread extermination, or attempted extermination, of a
national, racial, religious, or ethnic group. There are elements that
are present in the Chinese case, but it’s not clear that the intent is to
lead to the extermination of a particular ethnic group.”52

The handful of reports on which the genocide charge is based do
not provide anything like compelling evidence. What they put
forward are some highly selective birth rate statistics, and the
testimony of a small number of Uyghur exiles who claim to have
been subjected to abuse. Working on the basis of ‘innocent until



proven guilty’, China can by no means be considered as guilty of
genocide.

An aside: at the time of writing, the total number of deaths caused
by Covid-19 in Xinjiang is three.53 It is very difficult to believe that
state forces conducting a genocide against a given ethnic group
would fail to take advantage of a pandemic in support of their
project; indeed that the regional health authorities would go to
significant lengths to prevent the people of this group dying from
Covid-19.



Cultural genocide
A somewhat more sophisticated accusation against the Chinese
government is that is perpetrating a cultural genocide in Xinjiang –
not wiping out the Uyghur population as such but the Uyghur
identity, Uyghur traditions, Uyghur beliefs. Although cultural
genocide is not defined under international law, it apparently refers
to “the elimination of a group’s identity, through measures such as
forcibly transferring children away from their families, restricting the
use of a national language, banning cultural activities, or destroying
schools, religious institutions, or memory sites.”54

While the accusation seems less extreme than the accusation of
physical genocide, the claims of cultural genocide are nonetheless
similarly lacking in evidentiary basis. For example, all schools in
Xinjiang teach both Standard Chinese and one minority language,
most often Uyghur.55 Chinese banknotes have five languages on
them: Chinese, Tibetan, Uyghur, Mongolian and Zhuang.56

Thousands of books, newspapers and magazines are printed in the
Uyghur language. What’s more, there are over 25,000 mosques in
Xinjiang – three times the number there were in 1980, and one of the
highest number of mosques per capita in the world (almost ten times
as many as in the United States).57

Turkish scholar Adnan Akfirat observes that the Quran and
numerous other key Islamic texts are readily available and have been
translated into the Chinese, Uyghur, Kazakh and Kyrgyz languages.
Further, “the Xinjiang Islamic Institute, headquartered in Urumqi,
has eight branches in other cities such as Kashgar, Hotan and Ili, and
there are ten theological schools in the region, including a Xinjiang
Islamic School. These schools enrol 3,000 new students each year.”58

Akfirat states that Muslims in Xinjiang freely engage in their
religious rituals, including prayer, fasting, pilgrimages, and
celebrating Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha.

These details have been confirmed by a steady stream of
diplomats, officials and journalists that have visited Xinjiang in
recent years. A diplomatic delegation in March 2021 included
Pakistani Ambassador to China, Moin ul Haque, who explicitly



rejected the accusations of religious persecution: “The notable and
important thing is that there’s freedom of religion in China and it’s
enshrined in the Constitution of China, which is a very important
part… People in Xinjiang are enjoying their lives, their culture, their
deep traditions, and most importantly, their religion.”59

Fariz Mehdawi, Palestinian Ambassador to China, commented that
there were a huge number of mosques and one could see there was
respect for religious and ethnic traditions, saying: “You know, the
number of mosques, if you have to calculate it all, it’s something like
2,000 inhabitants for one mosque. This ratio we don’t have it in our
country. It’s not available anywhere.” It was put to Mehdawi that he
could simply have been shown a Potemkin village. He replied: “Are
we diplomats so naive that we could be manoeuvred to believe
anything… Or are we part of a conspiracy, that we would justify
something against what we had seen? I think this is not respectful…
There is no conspiracy here, there is facts. And the fact of the matter
is that China is rising and developing everywhere, including
Xinjiang. Since some people are not happy about that, they would
like to stop the rise of China by any means.”60

Looking at different countries’ voting records at the UN in relation
to human rights in China, it’s striking that the only Muslim-majority
country that consistently votes in support of US-led slanders is
NATO member Albania. During the 50th session of the Human
Rights Council in 2022, members of the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation overwhelmingly co-sponsored the statement
supporting China’s position (by 37 to 1). This pattern is mirrored in
Africa (33 to 2) and Asia (20 to 2).61 It is very difficult to believe that
the vast majority of Muslim-majority countries, and countries of the
Global South, would stay silent in the face of a cultural genocide
committed against Uyghur Muslims in China.

Given the lack of evidence for a cultural genocide; the data and
reports concerning the protection of minority cultures in China; the
large number of diplomatic missions to Xinjiang; and the near-
consensus voice of Muslim-majority countries defending China
against slander; the accusations of cultural genocide appear to be
wholly insupportable.



Concentration camps
The specific charge most frequently levelled against the authorities
in Xinjiang is that they operate prison camps where Uyghur
Muslims are locked up in huge numbers – the most oft-mentioned
figure is one million, out of a population of 13 million.62 The alleged
purpose of these prison camps is to eradicate Uyghur Muslim
culture and to brainwash people into supporting the government –
to “breed vengeful feelings and erase Uyghur identity”.63

The “million Uyghurs in concentration camps” story is a
quintessential propaganda blitz. Through sheer repetition across the
Western media, along with support from the US State Department,
this startling headline has acquired the force of a widely-accepted
truth. And yet the sources for this “news” are so spurious as to be
laughable.

A 2018 China File article attempting to locate the source of this one
million figure identifies four key pieces of research, by the German
anthropologist Adrian Zenz; Washington DC-based non-profit
Chinese Human Rights Defenders (CHRD); the Australian Strategic
Policy Institute (ASPI); and Radio Free Asia (RFA) – a US
government-funded outlet set up specifically to broadcast anti-
communist propaganda in East Asia. A new player entered the game
in 2021: the Newlines Institute, a think tank based at the Fairfax
University of America, which issued the “first independent report”
to authoritatively determine that the Chinese government has
violated the UN convention on genocide. It is worthwhile
considering whether these individuals and organisations most
responsible for these high-profile accusations against China have
any vested interests or ulterior motives.

Adrian Zenz was the first person to claim that a million Uyghurs
were being held in concentration camps.64 He is also something of a
trailblazer in relation to allegations of forced labour and forced
sterilisation. His relentless work slandering China has received an
appreciative audience at CNN,65 The Guardian,66 Democracy Now,67

and elsewhere. It is difficult to find a news report about China’s
alleged use of concentration camps that does not reference Zenz’s



work.
A hagiographic report in the Wall Street Journal highlights the

outsized role of this one individual in the construction of a global
anti-China slander machine: “Research by a born-again Christian
anthropologist working alone from a cramped desk … thrust China
and the West into one of their biggest clashes over human rights in
decades. Doggedly hunting down data in obscure corners of the
Chinese internet, Adrian Zenz revealed a security buildup in China’s
remote Xinjiang region and illuminated the mass detention and
policing of Turkic Muslims that followed. His research showed how
China spent billions of dollars building internment camps and high-
tech surveillance networks in Xinjiang, and recruited police officers
to run them.”68

Casually hinting at Zenz’s ideological orientation, the article notes
that “his faith pushes him forward” and that his previous
intellectual activity includes co-authoring “a book re-examining
biblical end-times.”69 He “feels very clearly led by God” to issue anti-
China slanders. In other words, Zenz is not simply a politically-
neutral data scientist with a passion for human rights. Rather he’s a
hardened anti-communist and Christian end-timer; he is employed
as the Director in China Studies at the Victims of Communism
Memorial Foundation,70 an arch-conservative organisation set up by
the United States Congress in 1993 in order to memorialise “the
deaths of over 100,000,000 victims in an unprecedented imperial
holocaust” such that “so evil a tyranny” as state socialism would
never again be able to “terrorise the world.”71 In his book Worthy to
Escape: Why All Believers Will Not Be Raptured Before the Tribulation, he
urges the subjection of unruly children to “scriptural spanking” and
describes homosexuality as “one of the four empires of the beast.”72

Given Zenz’s ideological affiliations and intellectual record, it
would not be unreasonable to demand that his research be subjected
to serious scrutiny. In reality, however, his evaluations regarding
Xinjiang have been uncritically accepted and widely amplified by
the Western media and political machine.

Another organisation lending its support to the accusation that
“more than a million Uyghurs and members of other Turkic Muslim



minorities have disappeared into a vast network of ‘re-education
camps’” is the Australian Strategic Policy Institute (ASPI).73 ASPI is a
think-tank set up by the Australian government, and has become
highly influential in terms of moulding the Australian public‘s
attitude towards China. Its reports about Xinjiang are among the
most-cited sources on the topic.

ASPI describes itself as “an independent, non-partisan think tank”,
but its core funding comes from the Australian government, with
substantial contributions from the US Department of Defense and
State Department (earmarked specifically for “Xinjiang human
rights” work), as well as the UK Foreign, Commonwealth and
Development Office, Amazon, Google, Facebook, Microsoft, BAE
Systems, Lockheed Martin and others.74 In summary, ASPI is knee-
deep in the business of Cold War and the militarisation of the Pacific,
and there is a clear conflict of interest when it comes to discussing
human rights in China.

The most recent “non-partisan think tank” to amplify anti-China
propaganda in relation to Xinjiang is the Newlines Institute,
described by Jeffrey Sachs as “a project of a tiny Virginia-based
university with 153 students, eight full-time faculty, and an
apparently conservative policy agenda.”75 The Newlines report –
“the first independent expert application of the 1948 Genocide
Convention to the ongoing treatment of the Uyghurs in China”76 –
received extensive coverage in the Western media as the smoking
gun proving China’s culpability in relation to concentration camps,
forced labour and cultural genocide. The report was put together by
the institute’s Uyghur Scholars Working Group, an illustrious group
led by none other than Adrian Zenz. Canadian journalist Ajit Singh,
in a detailed investigation for The Grayzone, points out that “the
leadership of Newlines Institute includes former US State
Department officials, US military advisors, intelligence professionals
who previously worked for the ‘shadow CIA’ private spying firm,
Stratfor, and a collection of interventionist ideologues.” Further, the
institute’s founder and president is Ahmed Alwani, otherwise best
known for having served on the advisory board for the US military’s
Africa Command.77



The BBC, The Guardian, the New York Times, the Washington Post and
others all treated the Newlines report as if it represented the very
pinnacle of academic rigour, without mentioning even in passing its
connection with the US military-industrial complex.

It is abundantly clear that the popular narrative about Xinjiang
prison camps rests on highly dubious sources. The evidence offered
up by Zenz, ASPI and the like is a handful of individual testimonies
along with a small selection of photographs and satellite pictures
purporting to show prison camps. These pictures do appear to prove
that some prisons exist, but this is not a terribly interesting or
unusual phenomenon. China has some prisons, although its
incarceration rate – 121 per 100,000 people – is less than 20 percent
that of the US. 78

Several commentators have pointed out that it is not easy to hide a
million prisoners – approximately the population of Dallas. As Omar
Latif comments: “Imagine the number of buildings and the
infrastructure required to house and service that number of
prisoners! With satellite cameras able to read a vehicle license plate,
one would think the US would be able to show those prisons and
prisoners in great detail.”79

Perhaps the most iconic image purporting to show a Xinjiang
prison camp is that of a group of men in a prison yard wearing blue
boiler suits. This turns out to be a picture of a talk given at Luopu
County Reform and Correction Centre, in April 2017.80 The Luopu
Centre is an ordinary prison, with ordinary criminals, but it has been
“fallaciously used to prove, show, or insinuate either concentration
camps or slave labor of Xinjiang people”.81



Deradicalisation
The Chinese authorities claim that what Western human rights
groups are calling concentration camps are in fact vocational
education centres designed to address the problem of religious
extremism and violent separatism. They combine classes on
sociology and ethics – focused on trying to undermine ideas of
religious hatred – with classes providing marketable skills such that
the attendees can find jobs and improve their standard of living. The
basic idea is to improve people’s life prospects so that they are less
likely to be radicalised by fundamentalist sectarian groups.

The threat from such groups is real enough. The biggest among
them is the East Turkestan Islamic Movement (ETIM), which up
until October 2020 was classified by the US State Department as a
terrorist group.82 It has sent thousands of its militia to fight alongside
Daesh and assorted al-Qaeda groups in Syria and.83

Between the mid 1990s and mid 2010s, there was a sequence of
terrorist attacks in China carried out by Uyghur separatist outfits –
in shopping centres, train stations and bus stations as well as
Tiananmen Square, killing hundreds of civilians. This corresponds
with an increase in terrorism across the Middle East and Central
Asia, in no small measure related to the West’s proxy wars against
progressive or nationalist states in the region. Like any population,
the Chinese people demand the right to safety and security; as such,
terrorism is not a problem China’s government can simply ignore.

The vocational centres were therefore set up as part of a holistic
anti-terrorism campaign aimed at increasing educational attainment
and economic prosperity, thereby addressing the disaffection that is
known to breed radicalisation. Educational methods have been
combined with a focus on improving living conditions: in the five
years from 2014 to 2019, per capita disposable income increased by
an average annual rate of 9.1 percent.84

China’s approach to tackling terrorism is based on the measures
advocated in the United Nations’ Plan of Action to Prevent Violent
Extremism, which “calls for a comprehensive approach
encompassing not only essential security-based counter-terrorism



measures but also systematic preventive steps to address the
underlying conditions that drive individuals to radicalise and join
violent extremist groups.”85 Thus China is actively attempting to
operate within the framework of international law and best practice.
This approach compares rather favourably with, for example, the
US’s operation of a torture camp for suspected terrorists, not to
mention innocent victims snatched more or less at random, in
Guantánamo Bay – itself an illegally-occupied area of Cuba.86

Without conducting extensive investigations on the ground, it is
obviously not possible to verify the Chinese authorities’ claims about
how the vocational education centres are run. What we can say with
certainty is that the accusations about genocide, cultural genocide,
religious oppression and concentration camps are not backed by
anything approximating sufficient proof. Meanwhile the most
prominent accusers all, without exception, have a known axe to
grind against China.

None of the foregoing is meant to deny that there are any problems
in Xinjiang; that Uyghur people are never mistreated or ethnically
profiled by the police; or that there has never been any coercion
involved in the deradicalisation program. But these problems –
which are well-understood in China and which the government is
actively addressing – are in no way unique to China. Certainly any
discrimination against Uyghurs pales in comparison with, for
example, the treatment of African-Americans and indigenous
peoples in the United States, or the treatment of Dalits, Adivasis and
numerous other minorities in India.

Why Xinjiang?
The perverse propaganda campaign around Xinjiang serves multiple
purposes. It is a component of the US-led New Cold War – a project
of hybrid warfare designed to slow down China’s rise, to maintain
US hegemony and prevent the emergence of a multipolar world.87 It
also connects to a century-old pattern of vicious anti-communism
that aims to disrupt the natural solidarity the working classes in the
capitalist countries, and oppressed people generally, might
otherwise feel towards the socialist world. Lastly, Xinjiang’s



geostrategic importance means that it has a special role in any
overall strategy of weakening China. Bordering Russia, Mongolia,
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan,
Xinjiang constitutes a key point along the major east-west land
routes of the Belt and Road Initiative. It connects China to Central
Asia and therefore also to the Persian Gulf, the Middle East, and
Europe. Xinjiang is China’s largest natural gas-producing region, is
the centre of China’s solar and wind power generation, and is
crucially important for China’s security.

British political scientist Jude Woodward noted that Xinjiang’s
location puts it at the heart of China’s blossoming trade relationship
with Central Asia – “part of the world where the confrontation
between China’s win-win geo-economics and the US’s old style
geopolitics are playing themselves out with the starkest contrast…
China has proposed that Central Asia should be at the crossroads of
a reimagined Eurasia connected by oil and gas pipelines, high speed
trains and continuous carriageways, with stability underpinned by
growth and fuelled by trade. China offers a vision of a world turned
on its axis, placing not the ‘middle kingdom’ but the entire Asian
continent at the centre of the next phase of human development.”88

In order to disrupt this progress, the US has resorted to
destabilisation and demonisation. The maximum goal is to lay the
ground for a pseudo-independent Xinjiang which would in reality
be a US client state and a powerful foothold for further aggression
against China and other states in the region. The minimum, and far
more likely, goal is to disrupt the value chains connecting China to
the Eurasian land mass, thereby slowing down the Belt and Road
Initiative and damaging China’s trade relationships with Central
Asia, the Middle East and Europe.

As an aside, the West’s stoking of instability in Xinjiang and its
imposition of sanctions expose the shallowness of its commitment to
the fight against climate breakdown. In 2021, Xinjiang generated 2.48
trillion kilowatts of electricity from renewable sources (primarily
solar and wind) – nearly 30 percent of China’s total electricity
consumption.89 Around half of the world’s supply of polysilicon, an
essential component in solar panels, comes from Xinjiang.90



If the US and its allies were serious about pursuing carbon
neutrality and preventing an ecological catastrophe, they would be
working closely with China to develop supply chains and
transmission capacity for renewable energy. China’s investment in
solar and wind power technology has already led to a dramatic
reduction of prices around the world.91 Instead, they are imposing
blanket sanctions on China and attempting to cut Xinjiang out of
clean energy supply chains.92 This indicates rather clearly that the
imperialist ruling classes are prioritising their anti-China
propaganda war over preventing climate breakdown. It seems the
slogan “better dead than red” lives on in the 21st century.



Refuse consent
Malcolm X, the African-American civil rights leader and
revolutionary, famously said that “if you’re not careful, the
newspapers will have you hating the people who are being
oppressed, and loving the people who are doing the oppressing.”93

China is rising. Its life expectancy has now overtaken that of the
US.94 Extreme poverty is a thing of the past, and people increasingly
live well. China has established itself as a leading force in the fight
against climate breakdown; in the fight to save humanity from
pandemics; and in the movement towards a more democratic,
multipolar system of international relations. It is “now the standard-
bearer of the global socialist movement,” in the words of Xi Jinping.95

The US and its allies are pursuing a New Cold War with the aim of
weakening China, limiting its rise, and ultimately overturning the
Chinese Revolution and ending the rule of the Communist Party.
The barrage of anti-China propaganda provides the marketing for
this New Cold War. The Western ruling classes want Chinese
socialism to be associated with discrimination, authoritarianism and
prison camps; not with ending poverty and saving the planet.
Readers in the imperialist countries should consider whether they
want to have their consent manufactured in this way; whether they
share the foreign policy objectives of their ruling classes.

What would the likely repercussions be if the US and its allies were
successful in their aims and the People’s Republic of China suffered
the same fate as the Soviet Union?

For one thing, the consequences in terms of the climate crisis
would potentially be catastrophic. A capitalist government in China
would have neither the will nor the resources to continue the
projects of renewable energy, afforestation and conservation at the
level they are currently being pursued. A pandemic on the scale of
Covid-19 would be utterly devastating, resulting in several million –
rather than tens of thousands of – Chinese deaths. Meanwhile
malaria, cholera and other diseases could all be expected to make a
comeback, given the perfect storm of poverty, overcrowding, rising
temperatures and sea levels – ‘Goldilocks conditions’ for pathogens.



Poverty alleviation and common prosperity would be relegated to
history. Hundreds of millions would be pushed into destitution by a
ruling class that had no reason to prioritise their interests.
Homelessness, violent crime and drug addiction would once again
become commonplace, as they did in Russia following the Soviet
collapse. Furthermore a capitalist China, desperate to earn the
friendship and protection of the US, would likely end its
international role promoting multipolarity and opposing
imperialism.

We must resolutely oppose and expose anti-China slander, which
aims to break the bonds of solidarity within the global working class
and all those opposed to imperialism; which seeks to malign and
undermine socialism; and which serves to perpetuate a moribund
capitalist system that everyday generates more poverty, more misery,
more oppression, more violence, more environmental destruction,
and that increasingly threatens the very survival of humanity.
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6
China is building an ecological
civilisation

We must strike a balance between economic growth and
environmental protection. We will be more conscientious in
promoting green, circular, and low-carbon development. We
will never again seek economic growth at the cost of the
environment. (Xi Jinping)1



The cost of development
Few events in human history have resonated throughout the world
as profoundly as the Chinese Revolution. Standing in Tiananmen
Square on 1 October 1949, pronouncing the birth of the People’s
Republic of China, Mao Zedong said “the Chinese people have stood
up”. In standing up, in building a modern socialist society and
throwing off the shackles of feudalism, colonialism, backwardness,
illiteracy and grinding poverty, China has blazed a trail for the entire
Global South. Lifting hundreds of millions of people out of poverty
has been described even by ardent capitalists as “the greatest leap to
overcome poverty in history”.2

In environmental terms, however, this progress has come at a cost.
Just as economic development in Europe and the Americas was
fuelled by the voracious burning of fossil fuels, China’s development
has been built to a significant degree on ‘Old King Coal’, the most
polluting and emissions-intensive of the fossil fuels. Two decades
ago, coal made up around 80 percent of China’s energy mix.
Environmental law expert Barbara Finamore notes that “coal,
plentiful and cheap, was the energy source of choice, not just for
power plants, but also for direct combustion by heavy industry and
for heating and cooking in people’s homes.”3

China’s use of coal was not based on ignorance or irresponsibility.
Rather, it was a matter of development by any means necessary. The
abundance of cheap fossil fuel energy enabled China to lift hundreds
of millions out of poverty whilst simultaneously establishing itself as
a global leader in science and technology, thereby building a
foundation for the construction of a modern and sustainable socialist
society. Schools, hospitals, roads, trains, factories and laboratories all
need energy to build and operate. Chinese people now have energy
in their homes, powering fridges, lights and washing machines –
indispensable components of modern life.

Furthermore, China’s ability to attract foreign investment and learn
from US, European and Japanese technology was in no small
measure based on turning itself into a manufacturing hub to which
the advanced capitalist countries exported their production



processes. Martin Jacques observes that “40 percent of China’s
energy goes into producing exports for Western markets, in other
words, the source [of China’s greenhouse gas emissions] is
multinationals rather than Chinese firms. The West has, in effect,
exported part of its own greenhouse emissions to China.”4 The
developed countries have been able to “socialise and export the costs
of environmental destruction”,5 reducing domestic pollution and
emissions whilst maintaining unsustainable levels of consumption.

The choice facing China in the last decades of the 20th century was
between economic development with environmental degradation, or
underdevelopment with environmental conservation. Western
environmentalists can’t reasonably complain about the Chinese
people opting for the former. Development is recognised by the UN
as a human right.6 Advanced countries fuelled their own industrial
revolutions with coal and oil; they bear responsibility for the bulk of
currently existing atmospheric greenhouse gases (the US and Europe
have contributed to just over half the cumulative carbon dioxide
emissions since 1850, whilst constituting around 15 percent of the
global population).7 It would be hypocritical in the extreme for these
countries to tell poor countries that they don’t have the right to
develop; to feed, clothe, house and educate people. If advanced
countries want developing countries to leapfrog fossil fuel-based
development, the primary responsibility is on them to provide the
technology and the finance – which principle of “common but
differentiated responsibilities” is a cornerstone of international
environmental law.8



Changing priorities
Nonetheless, there is no getting away from the fact that China now
faces a looming ecological crisis. It overtook the US as the biggest
overall emitter of carbon dioxide in 20079 (although its per capita
emissions are around half those of the US, Canada and Australia).10

Martin Jacques writes that, as a result of China having “torn from the
eighteenth century to the twenty-first century in little more than
three decades”, it has worked up “a huge ecological deficit of two
centuries accumulated in just a few decades.”11

Even without the last few decades of rapid industrialisation, China
is particularly vulnerable to the effects of climate change. According
to the World Food Programme, China is one of the most disaster-
prone countries in the world, with up to 200 million people exposed
to the effects of droughts and floods.12 Already hundreds of
thousands have to be evacuated every summer in response to
flooding in the Pearl River Delta.13 High levels of air pollution in the
major cities are a major health issue for the population. US
environmentalist and China specialist Judith Shapiro observes:

China is poorly endowed with farmable land and its water
resources are unevenly distributed both geographically and
seasonally. It has nearly a quarter of the world’s population
but only five percent of its water resources and seven percent
of its arable land… China’s per capita water resources are
already among the lowest in the world, at just one-fourth of
the world average.14

Environmental issues have become a top priority for China. Over the
last decade in particular, the Chinese political leadership has
focussed its attentions on transitioning to a green model of
development in order both to contribute to the global fight against
climate breakdown and immediately improve the wellbeing ofthe
Chinese people. Barbara Finamore notes that the CPC leadership has
accelerated efforts to “transform its economic structure from one
reliant on fossil fuel-driven heavy industry and manufacturing to
one based on services, innovation, clean energy, and environmental



sustainability.”15 Chinese policy-makers have started to de-
emphasise GDP growth and to encourage green development,
whereby “living standards continue to rise, but in a way that is
much less energy and carbon intensive.”16 The goal is to construct
“an energy and resource efficient, environmentally friendly structure
of industries, pattern of growth, and mode of consumption.”17 In her
popular 2013 book The Entrepreneurial State, economist Mariana
Mazzucato notes approvingly that China more than any other
country is prioritising clean technologies “as part of a strategic
vision and long-term commitment to economic growth.”18

In the first volume of The Governance of China, published in 2014,
President Xi Jinping put forward a comprehensive outline of China’s
commitments in relation to the environment:

China will respect and protect nature, and accommodate itself
to nature’s needs. It will remain committed to the basic state
policy of conserving resources and protecting the
environment. It will promote green, circular and low-carbon
development, and promote ecological progress in every aspect
of its effort to achieve economic, political, cultural and social
progress. China will also develop a resource-efficient and
environmentally friendly geographical layout, industrial
structure, mode of production and way of life, and leave to
our future generations a working and living environment of
blue skies, green fields and clean water.19

The leadership’s increasing focus on environmental issues reflects a
growing concern among the public, especially now that China, while
still a developing country, is no longer poor. GDP growth has
become less of a priority for hundreds of millions of Chinese. “In
terms of social conditions and public opinions, with the gradual
improvement of people’s lives, there is a fundamental change of
social mentality from ‘satisfying basic needs’ to ‘pursuing
environmental protection’, from ‘seeking survival’ to ‘seeking
ecology.’”20



Taking action
The world has never before seen a climate programme on this
scale… China has stepped up its climate leadership
dramatically in recent years, and is now increasingly seen as
filling the leadership void left by the US.  
(Fred Krupp, Environmental Defence Fund president)21

In order to avert climate breakdown, humans need to find ways to
meet their needs without releasing greenhouse gases into the
atmosphere and without causing permanent damage to the
ecosystem. There are numerous components to this, the most urgent
of which is to decarbonise our energy systems such that we can
power our lives from non-fossil sources.

China has been aggressively pursuing decarbonisation for over a
decade. In his address to the UN General Assembly in 2020, Xi
Jinping announced two major goals agreed by the Chinese
government: to peak carbon dioxide emissions before 2030 and to
achieve carbon neutrality before 2060.22 He stated bluntly that:

humankind can no longer afford to ignore the repeated
warnings of nature and go down the beaten path of extracting
resources without investing in conservation, pursuing
development at the expense of protection, and exploiting
resources without restoration.23

China has reiterated its goals on carbon peaking and neutrality
many times, has formulated a detailed action plan around them, and
has incorporated them into law.24 At the World Economic Forum in
January 2022, Xi stated that the realisation of carbon neutrality is an
“intrinsic requirement of China’s own high-quality development and
a solemn pledge to the international community.”25

China’s goals are of historic significance. Columbia University
professor Adam Tooze enthused that, with Xi Jinping’s 2020
announcement:

China’s leader may have redefined the future prospects for



humanity… As the impact of his remarks sank in, climate
modellers crunched the numbers and concluded that, if fully
implemented, China’s new commitment will by itself lower
the projected temperature increase by 0.2-0.3 deg C. It is the
largest favourable shock that their models have ever
produced.26

According to a recent study published in Science, these targets are
“largely consistent” with the goal established in the Paris Agreement
(2015) of limiting overall average global warming to 1.5 degrees
centigrade above the pre-industrial era.27 Meanwhile, credible
analysis indicates that China’s emissions will likely peak several
years earlier than 2030.28 And, unlike the major capitalist countries,
China has a very strong record when it comes to meeting its
international commitments. Even the New York Times had to
reluctantly admit that “Beijing has met or has come close to meeting
every major energy and environmental target it has set.”29



Cutting out coal
Not all fossil fuels are created equal. Carbon dioxide emissions per
unit of energy generated are twice as high for coal as for natural gas,
and the air pollution impact is an order of magnitude higher. As
such, reigning in coal use is a major ongoing project for China, a
country where, as recently as 2007, over 80 percent of generated
electricity came from coal sources.30

In the 15-year period from 2007 to 2022, coal’s share of the power
mix was reduced from 81 percent to 56 percent,31 putting it in the
same range as Australia – a country which could and should have
begun its low-carbon transition decades ago, and which has a per
capita coal production figure eight times higher than China.32

Various commentators have pointed out that China continues to
build new coal-fired power plants; however, these are almost
invariably modern, cleaner and more efficient replacements for
existing plants.

In 2017, China’s National Energy Administration cancelled plans to
build more than 100 coal-fired power plants, in order to divert
power generation efforts into the renewable sector. This will
eliminate 120 gigawatts of future coal-fired capacity.33 Beijing closed
its last coal-fired plant in 2017.34 One particularly symbolic project is
a giant floating solar farm – the largest in the world – on top of a
former coal mine in Anhui.35 Datong, China’s “coal capital” is
seeking to put its coal reserves to better use: producing hydrogen for
use in emissions-free hydrogen-powered vehicles and electricity
storage.36

Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Zhao Lijian reported in July 2022
that:

By the end of last month, the share of coal-fired power in
China’s installed power capacity dropped to a historic low of
under 50 percent; total emissions of the coal-fired power
industries reduced by nearly 90 percent over a decade; coal
consumption by power generation units has been slashed,
saving over 700 million tonnes of raw coal over the past



decade.37

The drop in coal consumption has already had a noticeable impact in
the big cities. The New York Times observed that, in the period from
2014 to 2018, Chinese cities cut concentrations of atmospheric fine
particulates by an average of 34 percent.38 Beijing in the 1990s was
among the most polluted cities in the world, but due to a decade-
long ‘war on pollution’, its air quality index has improved by 50
percent.39 In 2019, Beijing dropped out of the list of the 200 most-
polluted cities.40 Writing in 2012, Martin Jacques talks about China
having 16 of the world’s 20 worst-polluted cities.41 A decade later,
only two Chinese cities are on the list.42

Although it will take China many more years to completely phase
out coal, it has already announced that it will not finance any new
coal-fired power plants abroad. Meanwhile, US-based analysts KJ
Noh and Michael Wong note that the bulk of China’s coal plants are
now “advanced supercritical or ultra-supercritical plants, which
means they are much more efficient and cleaner than many of the
industrial-era legacy plants of the US”.43



Investing in renewables
While reducing its use of coal, China is rapidly becoming the first
“renewable energy superpower”,44 accounting for 46 percent of new
solar and wind power generating capacity in 2021.45 International
energy analyst Tim Buckley observes that China is the world leader
in “wind and solar installation, in wind and solar manufacturing, in
electric vehicle production, in batteries, in hydro, in nuclear, in
ground heat pumps, in grid transmission and distribution, and in
green hydrogen.” In summary, “they literally lead the world in every
zero-emissions technology today.”46

China is responsible for around a third of global renewable energy
investment, and 28 percent of its electricity is already generated from
renewable sources (compared to 20 percent for the US).47 Out of 12.7
million jobs in the renewables industry worldwide, 42 percent (over
five million) are in China.48 The Chinese government has set itself the
target of getting renewable energy sources (including solar, wind,
nuclear and hydropower) to 33 percent of its total energy mix by
2025.49 Non-fossil energy sources are set to supply 50% of China’s
electric power generation by 2030.50

China has been the world’s largest producer of solar panels since
2009, and it now accounts for over 80 percent of global solar panel
production.51 China’s investment in solar power research and
development has been so extensive as to push down prices
worldwide to a level where solar is increasingly competitive with
fossil fuels. An International Energy Agency report notes: “Chinese
industrial policies focusing on solar PV as a strategic sector and on
growing domestic demand have enabled economies of scale and
supported continuous innovation throughout the supply chain.
These policies have contributed to a cost decline of more than 80
percent, helping solar PV to become the most affordable electricity
generation technology in many parts of the world.”52 In general,
China’s sustained investment in renewable energy has meant a
global reduction in costs – an important contribution to global
decarbonisation.

The People’s Republic has also been pushing forward in wind



power, with data indicating that “China now operates almost half of
the world’s installed offshore wind, with 26 gigawatts of a total of 54
gigawatts worldwide” – a statistic that prompted Elizabeth Sawin,
co-director of US climate think-tank Climate Interactive to remark:
“While the US can’t quite agree to build back better, China just
builds better”.53

China’s progress on renewables has been such that, in November
2022, the Nobel Sustainability Trust Foundation issued a letter or
recommendation, publicly commending China’s carbon-neutral
leadership:

China’s renewable energy installed capacity accounts for one-
third of the world’s. More than 50% of the world’s wind
power equipment and more than 85% of the world’s
photovoltaic equipment components come from China. The
cumulative investment in renewable energy has reached 380
billion US dollars, ranking first in the world.54

China’s renewable energy capacity as of 2021 was 1,020 GW – three
times more than the second country on the list (the US).55 This is
expected to reach around 1,500 GW by 2030.56 Five of the ten biggest
solar parks in the world are in China.57 “Every hour, China now
erects another wind turbine, and installs enough solar panels to
cover a soccer field.”58

Construction has begun on a series of hybrid wind and solar-
power bases in the north-western part of the county, “which by 2030
will contain about as much renewable capacity as currently in all of
Europe.”59 Alongside these bases is the construction of ultra-high
voltage transmission lines to transport the energy to the densely
populated southern and eastern zones.60

One of the most complex challenges facing widespread adoption of
renewables is transmission of variable power from point of
production to point of use. Environmental expert Mike Berners-Lee
notes that “China is investing in huge transmission lines to move
electricity from one end of its country to the other. There are losses
on the way but it is an increasingly doable exercise.”61 Chinese



scientists have recently developed the world’s first prototype of a
superconducting hybrid power line. The full-scale version will
transmit energy from one side of the country to the other with zero
resistance.62

China is also innovating on “green hydrogen” production –
converting solar or wind energy into hydrogen via electrolysis.
Hydrogen can be used directly as a battery fuel, and also has a
potentially highly significant role in transmission, as it can be sent
from point of production to point of use in existing gas pipelines. At
the time of writing (2023), construction of the world’s largest green
hydrogen factory is underway in Kuqa, Xinjiang.63

Nuclear power
China is also leading research into nuclear power, including fourth-
generation reactors, the first of which was connected to the grid in
December 2021.64 Fourth-generation reactors promise to be
significantly safer and to produce far less radioactive waste than
earlier nuclear technology.65

In 2021, China surpassed France in nuclear energy generation to
become the second-highest nuclear producer, behind the US.66 As
part of its commitment to reaching carbon neutrality, China has
“plans to generate an eye-popping amount of nuclear energy,
quickly and at relatively low cost,” with a view to building over 150
new reactors in the next 15 years, “more than the rest of the world
has built in the past 35.”67

Nuclear energy is of course highly controversial, especially in the
wake of the 2011 Fukushima disaster.68 The question of whether
nuclear power has a significant long-term role to play in meeting
human energy needs is beyond the scope of this book. However,
premature phasing out of nuclear power (as has happened in
Germany and other countries) before it can be immediately replaced
with solar or wind energy seems decidedly shortsighted. As David
Wallace-Wells points out in The Uninhabitable Earth:

Already, more than 10,000 people die from air pollution daily.
That is considerably more each day than the total number of



people who have ever been affected by the meltdowns of
nuclear reactors.69

Nuclear power currently makes an important contribution to the
energy mix in many countries, and in the words of Mike Berners-
Lee, “anyone taking a firm anti-nuclear stance needs to have a
coherent plan for the low carbon future without it.”70 Nuclear power
is the main source of electricity in France and, “as a result, France
has about half the carbon emissions per head of the OECD as a
whole.”71

Nuclear power will likely continue to be one of the important non-
fossil fuel energy sources for the medium-term future, and China’s
investment to make it safer, cheaper and less contaminating is
therefore a valuable contribution to the overall project of
decarbonising the world’s energy systems.

China is among the world leaders in the effort to generate energy
through nuclear fusion,72 which has the potential to someday
generate unlimited, safe, emissions-free and radioactive waste-free
power.73 There is a long-running joke that viable nuclear fusion
reactors are “always 30 years away”,74 but Chinese scientists –
working in collaboration with their counterparts in Russia, the US
and elsewhere – have made promising progress in recent years.75



Energy ef�ciency
While it is less headline-grabbing than replacing fossil fuels with
renewable energy, it’s widely understood that improving energy
efficiency is one of the most crucial steps towards reducing the
quantities of greenhouses gases we are placing in the atmosphere.
Neil Hirst, former Director of the International Energy Agency,
opines that “the biggest part [of a transition to a zero-carbon
economy] is to improve the energy efficiency of all the main areas of
energy use, power generation, heating of buildings, transport, and
industry.”76 For developing countries in particular, carbon intensity –
carbon dioxide emissions per unit of gross domestic product – is a
valuable metric, since it encapsulates two indispensable and
sometimes contradictory goals: improvement of living standards,
and reduced impact on the natural environment. China pledged at
the 2009 United Nations Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen
that it would reduce its carbon intensity by two-thirds by 2030, and
is on track to achieve this goal ahead of time. It has already
succeeded in halving its carbon emissions per unit of GDP since
2005,77 and by almost 75 percent since 1990.78

According to the International Energy Efficiency Scorecard, which
ranks 25 of the world’s largest energy users on 36 efficiency metrics,
China is in 9th position for energy efficiency – one place ahead of the
US, and the highest ranking of any developing country.79 Such
progress has been achieved, in Barbara Finamore’s words, “thanks to
strong government commitment, ambitious targets, and effective
policies for energy conservation and emission reduction.”80

Low-carbon transport
Globally, transport is responsible for around one-fifth of carbon
dioxide emissions.81 Along with the emissions from industry (around
20 percent) and agriculture (around 10 percent), these are among the
most difficult emissions to get rid of, because so many of the vehicles
in existence are reliant on burning hydrocarbons in an internal
combustion engine.

China is the only country so far to have made really meaningful



progress in terms of decarbonising transport. The 14th Five Year Plan
for a Modern and Comprehensive Transportation System (2021-2025),
published in January 2022, sets the goal of 72 percent of China’s
urban public buses being electric by 2025. As of 2021, the figure is 59
percent, up from 16 percent in 2016.82 A number of major Chinese
cities, including Shenzhen, Tianjin and Guangzhou have already
achieved 100 percent bus fleet electrification.83 Around 98 percent of
the world’s electric buses are in China.84

Investment regulations are being introduced that will effectively
phase out fossil fuel-based cars in the next few years.85 More electric
cars are sold per year in China than in the rest of the world put
together.

The Chinese government has spent nearly $60 billion in the
last decade to create an industry that builds electric cars, while
also reducing the number of licenses available for gasoline-
powered cars to increase demand for electric cars. And Beijing
plans to spend just as much over the next decade.86

To go with all the electric cars, there is also a network of 1.15 million
electric vehicle charging stations – 65 percent of the global total.87

High-speed rail (HSR) is another important tool for decarbonising
transport. Here again, China is well out in front, with more high-
speed rail miles than the rest of the world combined.88 As of 2022,
China has 37,900 kilometres of HSR, and over 75 percent of China’s
cities with a population of 500,000 or more have a high-speed rail
link.89 Compare this with the US, which has a grand total of 80 km of
HSR.90

HSR has reduced the journey time between Beijing and Xi’an
(similar to the distance between London and Berlin) to 4.5 hours,
down from 11 hours on a regular train.91 As a result, inter-city
transport in China increasingly takes place on rails rather than in the
air. From a climate point of view, this is good news: rail produces far
lower emissions and, since HSR is electrically powered, its path to
becoming emissions-free follows that of the electricity grid.



Reforestation
Left to their own devices, trees absorb atmospheric carbon dioxide,
thereby mitigating the greenhouse effect. One of the reasons for the
climate crisis humanity now faces is that we’ve cut down so many
trees in order to make way for us to live and to grow our food.
Reforestation and afforestation could have a profoundly positive
impact in our fight against climate catastrophe. Scientists recently
estimated that a vast reforestation programme “has the potential to
cut the atmospheric carbon pool by about 25 percent”.92

Xi Jinping has often emphasised the importance of forest
development:

Forests are the mainstay and an important resource for the
land ecosystem. They are also an important ecological
safeguard for the survival and development of mankind. It is
hard to imagine what would happen to the earth and human
beings without forests.93

China is carrying out the largest forestation project in the world,94

planting forests “the size of Ireland” in a single year95 and doubling
forest coverage from 12 percent in 1980 to 23 percent in 2020 (sadly
the global trend is in the opposite direction).96 The government’s
target is to continue increasing coverage until it reaches at least 26
percent, by 2035.97 Meanwhile, hundreds of national parks have been
developed and a third of the country’s land has been placed behind
an “ecological protection red line.”98

It should be noted that there has been some valid criticism of the
“rush to reforest” in China and several other countries, on the basis
of poor tree selection and other factors. “With a little more
knowledge and long-term thinking, the rewards would have been
even greater, with greater sandstorm prevention, carbon storage and
habitat.”99 Such criticisms are being actively addressed in current
reforestation and afforestation projects, for example the Millennium
show forest, which, “unlike a general urban afforestation project,
follows the principles of natural forest succession to construct a
close-to-natural urban forest composed of mixed-aged, multi-layered



(canopy, mid-level, and understory), mixed species forests.”100

Towards a Green GDP
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), which measures the market value of
all goods and services produced in a specific time period, is a global
standard for measuring national economic performance. With large
parts of its economy geared towards manufacturing consumer goods
for the global market, Chinese policy has since the 1980s made GDP
growth one of its top priorities. This was in the context of the CPC
leadership having defined the principal contradiction in Chinese
society as being between people’s ever-growing material and
cultural needs and China’s relatively backward social productive
forces. A strong orientation towards GDP growth represented a
development-at-all-costs strategy, one that can only be said to have
been phenomenally successful.

At the 19th Congress of the CPC in 2017, Xi Jinping announced that
the party’s definition of the principal contradiction facing Chinese
society had changed; that it was now between unbalanced and
inadequate development and the people’s ever-growing needs for a
better life.

While China’s overall productive forces have significantly
improved and in many areas our production capacity leads
the world, our problem is that our development is unbalanced
and inadequate. This has become the main constraining factor
in meeting the people’s increasing needs for a better life.101

Addressing unbalanced development means shifting emphasis from
quantity of growth to quality of growth: pursuing high-quality
development – “a change from seeking growth to seeking better
growth.” Such growth is “innovative, coordinated, green, open and
inclusive”, and seeks to find “development opportunities while
preserving Nature, and achieve win-win in both ecological
conservation and high-quality development.”102 It incorporates a
“new vision of green development and a way of life and work that is
green, low-carbon, circular and sustainable.”103 Such a vision shifts
the development goal “from maximising growth to maximising net



welfare,” in the words of the influential Chinese economist Hu
Angang.104

Hu Angang proposes a ‘Green GDP’ that comprises nominal GDP,
green investment measures (environmental protection, renewable
energy usage, energy saving measures), investment in human capital
(education, health, research), alongside a subtractive component for
greenhouse gas emissions, pollution, forest depletion, mineral
depletion and losses from natural disasters. Such a model
encourages moderate consumption, low emissions, and the
preservation of ecological capital as a fundamental economic goal.
Its basic aim is “the accumulation of green wealth and improved
human welfare to achieve harmony between humanity and
nature.”105

The concept of a Green GDP is implicitly recognised in China’s
updated economic strategy and its de-emphasising of traditional
GDP as the central measure of economic performance. What’s more,
a number of major Chinese cities are experimenting with
implementations of Green GDP or a variant of it. Shenzhen is the
first city in the world to have adopted an accounting system based
on gross ecosystem product (GEP) – “the total value of final
ecosystem goods and services supplied to human well-being in a
region annually… measured in terms of biophysical value and
monetary value.”106 Finamore observes that, since 2013, GDP growth
has been deprioritised as a measure for evaluating the performance
of regional officials. The evaluation criteria now “also focus on the
quality and sustainability of economic development, including
progress in reducing emissions.”107

The West attempts to shift responsibility onto China
As early as 2015, China was being recognised by the UN’s leading
climate expert for its “undisputed leadership”.108 Unfortunately, as
part of the West’s escalating campaign of hostilities against China –
and in order to deflect from their own shameful lack of progress in
environmental protection – the US and its allies have been
conducting a coordinated campaign to shift responsibility for the
climate crisis on to China. For example, US President Joe Biden



claimed on the eve of the COP26 Summit in 2021 that China
“basically didn’t show up in terms of any commitments to deal with
climate change.”109 He further stated that meaningful progress on
climate change negotiations is “going to require us to continue to
focus on what China’s not doing.”110

The “it’s all China’s fault” narrative rests on two key themes: first,
that China has for the last few years been the world’s largest emitter
(in absolute terms) of greenhouse gases; second, that China has
committed to achieving carbon neutrality by 2060, whereas the US
and Britain have said they will bring all greenhouse gas emissions to
net zero by 2050. Such a narrative is flawed in several ways:

First, China is the world’s most populous country, with a
population of 1.4 billion. Measured on a per capita basis, China’s
emissions are very ordinary – around the same level as Austria and
Ireland.111 The per capita emissions figure for the US and Australia is
almost twice as high.

Second, the comparison of current annual emissions distorts the
overall picture. Greenhouse gases don’t suddenly disappear from
the atmosphere; carbon dioxide hangs around for hundreds of years.
In terms of cumulative emissions – the quantity of excess greenhouse
gases in the atmosphere right now – the US is responsible for 25
percent, although it contains just four percent of the world’s
population. As agrarian sociologist Max Ajl puts it, “North Atlantic
capitalism enclosed the atmosphere as a dump for its waste eons
ago.”112 China, with 18 percent of the world’s population, is
responsible for 13 percent of cumulative emissions.113 Over the
course of two hundred years, Europe, North America and Japan
have become modern industrialised countries, burning enormous
quantities of assorted fossil fuels and creating an environmental
crisis. Now it seems they want to both shift the blame onto others
and pull up the ladder of development.

Third, the reason China’s emissions have gone up in recent decades
while the West’s emissions have gone down has nothing to do with
people in the rich countries compromising on their lifestyles, and
very little to do with governments making impressive progress on
decarbonisation. Rather, it’s that the advanced capitalist countries



have exported their emissions to the developing world. Chinese
emissions are not to any significant degree caused by luxury
consumption – average household energy consumption in the US
and Canada is nine times higher than in China.114 Canadian
ecosocialist Ian Angus writes that, while more greenhouse gas is
now produced in China than in any other country, a great deal of
those emissions are “generated to produce goods that are destined
for the Global North. Rich countries have outsourced a significant
part of their environmental destruction to the Global South.”115

Fourth, and related, is the fact that China is a developing country.
The leading capitalist countries of Europe, North America and Japan
reached peak greenhouse gas emissions in the 1980s, after nearly two
centuries of industrialisation. If they succeed in achieving net zero
emissions by 2050, their journey from peak carbon to net zero will
have taken six or seven decades. Before the founding of the People’s
Republic in 1949, China’s economy was based overwhelmingly on
small-scale agriculture. There was very little industry, very little
transport infrastructure; only a tiny fraction of the population had
access to modern energy. Since then, China’s use of fossil fuels has
steadily increased as it has industrialised and modernised. If it meets
its targets of reaching peak emissions by 2030 and zero carbon by
2060, both achievements will have taken less than half the time they
took in the major capitalist countries.

Furthermore, while China makes world-leading progress in
transitioning away from fossil fuels, the major capitalist countries
are failing dismally. The US passed the Inflation Reduction Act in
August 2022, including climate commitments that Joe Biden
considers to be a landmark success of his presidency to date.116 This
set of climate commitments is the most important so far from the US;
unfortunately, that’s not saying very much. Certainly it’s nowhere
near the type of unprecedented action the world needs. Even if the
US meets its targets under the Inflation Reduction Act, by 2027 it
will still be generating significantly less renewable energy than
China will generate in 2022.

Meanwhile the US is driving NATO’s proxy war against Russia,
which is nothing short of disastrous in environmental terms. In order



to punish Russia, to consolidate the Western military-economic-
ideological alliance, and to generate profits for the US’s domestic
fossil fuel industry, the Biden administration has been heavily
promoting sanctions on Russian gas and pushing Europe towards
reducing its reliance on Russian energy long term. Among the
results of this are: a major increase in US exports of fracked shale gas
to Europe;117 the reactivation of coal plants in Germany and
elsewhere;118 along with ramped-up oil and gas extraction in the
North Sea.119 All of these are significantly more damaging in
environmental terms than Russian natural gas.

At the UN climate summit in Copenhagen in 2009, rich nations
pledged to channel 100 billion US dollars a year to less wealthy
nations in order to help them adapt to climate change and transition
to emissions-free energy systems. Even though “compared with the
investment required to avoid dangerous levels of climate change, the
$100-billion pledge is minuscule”,120 the rich nations have not kept
their promise. The US spends upwards of 800 billion dollars a year
on its military,121 but seems to be almost entirely unresponsive to the
demands of the Global South for climate justice.

The persistent attempts by imperialist politicians and media to
blame China for the climate crisis are pure propaganda. In fact, even
leading US politicians have occasionally recognised China’s
progress. Back in December 2019, setting out his vision for the US to
accelerate its decarbonisation, John Kerry (currently US Special
Presidential Envoy for Climate) observed in an article for the New
York Times that “China is becoming an energy superpower” and that
“China has surpassed us for the lead in renewable energy
technology.”122 In August 2022, he acknowledged that China had
“generally speaking, outperformed its commitments” in relation to
environmental issues. “They had said they will do X, Y and Z and
they have done more… China is the largest producer of renewables
in the world. They happen to also be the largest deployer of
renewables in the world.”123

Sadly, the US has not responded to China’s progress by stepping
up cooperation for the benefit of humanity. Instead, it has imposed
sanctions on Chinese-manufactured solar power materials, based on



disgraceful slander about “slave labour” in Xinjiang.124 Discussing a
previous round of tariffs launched by the Trump administration
against China’s solar panel industry, Barbara Finamore commented:

The damage this policy will cause vastly outweighs any
potential benefits. Higher-priced panels will significantly
reduce the pace of new solar energy installations, increase
climate change emissions, and lead to significant job losses
nationwide.125

It’s all too clear that there is a bipartisan consensus in the US that
waging a Cold War against China is more important than either
boosting the domestic economy or saving the planet.



Global leadership
China will make a green contribution to the 21st century, and
this will be China’s greatest contribution to human
development. (Hu Angang)126

The fruits of Chinese investment in green energy are being reaped
beyond the borders of the People’s Republic, with Chinese
companies supplying renewable energy infrastructure around the
world. Charlie Campbell writes in Time that “China is better placed
than the US to instil green energy practices in the developing world”
and that the Belt and Road Initiative “provides an opportunity to
export green technology across Central Asia and Africa.”127

Chinese financing for renewable power generation overseas
increased more than fourfold between 2015 and 2019, and now
accounts for the large majority of Chinese-financed overseas power
generation capacity. Ma Xinyue of Boston University’s Global
Development Policy Center opines that “by combining rapid phase-
out of coal finance across the world and facilitating the world’s
energy and economic transition, China has the opportunity to
assume international climate leadership during an absolutely critical
time.”128

Chinese policy banks such as Eximbank and the China
Development Bank are leading the finance of significant projects
throughout the developing world, including the enormous Quaid-e-
Azam Solar Power Park in Pakistan.129 Latin America’s largest solar
plant, Cauchari Solar Park in Argentina, was built with Chinese
investments and technological assistance.

The world’s highest altitude facility provided power to
160,000 families and turned into a poverty alleviation and
social welfare effort when it hired local residents after
providing technical training, and was projected to generate
$400 million in net profits for the province, widening fiscal
space for establishing new schools.130



China is actively supporting Cuba’s bid to generate 24 percent of its
electricity from renewable sources by 2030, and Cuba has joined the
China-initiated Belt and Road Energy Partnership.131

China is also involved in a number of green energy projects in
Africa, including the construction of Zambia’s largest hydropower
plant, the Kafue Gorge Lower Hydropower Station.132 Nigerian
journalist Otiato Opali writes:

From the Sakai photovoltaic power station in the Central
African Republic and the Garissa solar plant in Kenya, to the
Aysha wind power project in Ethiopia and the Kafue Gorge
hydroelectric station in Zambia, China has implemented
hundreds of clean energy, green development projects in
Africa, supporting the continent’s efforts to tackle climate
change.”133

Addressing the UN General Assembly in September 2021, Xi Jinping
announced that China will not build any new coal-fired power
plants overseas, and would increase its support for developing
countries to pursue green and low-carbon development.134 The
announcement didn’t come out of the blue – Christoph Nedopil, a
development economist at Fudan University in Shanghai, notes that
“China’s government institutions were working with Chinese and
international partners to evaluate a possible coal exit for a number of
years.”135 It’s worth noting in passing that, contrary to media-fuelled
myth, China has never been the principal backer of overseas coal
power. China makes up 13 percent of investment in such projects;
the rest comes mostly from Japan, the US and Britain.136

China’s ministries of commerce and of ecology and environment
have issued a comprehensive set of guidelines for greening foreign
investment. These constitute “the most comprehensive document by
any country regulator to guide environmental management of
overseas projects by either public or private companies.”137 This
document sends a very strong signal to both state-owned and
private companies that, going forward, outbound foreign investment
should always consider environmental impact as a top priority. In a



presumably inadvertent admission of the strengths of socialist
governance, China Dialogue notes that “such policy signals are more
important to Chinese businesses, especially state-owned ones, which
are more driven by top-down signals from government and state
leaders, as compared to many western businesses, which are more
influenced by bottom-up signals, such as financial markets,
shareholders or civil society.”138

Aside from its investment activities, China also offers an example
for others to follow in terms of charting a course towards
sustainability. In Hu Angang’s words, China’s model can “provide
southern countries with a new path leading to ecological civilisation
and development – the green development path.”139

Conclusion: socialism is the key
More than in most countries, if a policy idea is seen as a good
thing, the Chinese can bring it about. (Mike Berners-Lee)140

While China has made moves to implement its radical
conception of ecological civilisation, which is built into state
planning and regulation, the notion of a Green New Deal has
taken concrete form nowhere in the West. (John Bellamy
Foster)141

Scientists have understood the issues surrounding climate change
for a long time. The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change,
with its objective of “stabilising greenhouse gas concentrations in the
atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic
interference with the climate system”, was adopted in 1992 and
ratified by 154 countries. And yet precious little progress has been
made at a global level. Indeed, more than half of all carbon dioxide
emissions in the industrial era have been generated in the three
decades since then.142

Economic anthropologist Jason Hickel writes: “The past half-
century is littered with milestones of inaction. A scientific consensus
on anthropogenic climate change first began to form in the mid-
1970s… The UN Framework Convention on Climate Change



(UNFCCC) was adopted in 1992 to set non-binding limits on
greenhouse gas emissions. International climate summits – the UN
Conference of Parties – have been held annually since 1995 to
negotiate plans for emissions reductions. The UN framework has
been extended three times, with the Kyoto Protocol in 1997, the
Copenhagen Accord in 2009, and the Paris Agreement in 2015. And
yet global CO2 emissions continue to rise year after year, while
ecosystems unravel at a deadly pace.”143

This lack of progress seems inexcusable. Humanity has done
almost nothing in the face of a global existential crisis, and the
reason is simply that the dominant economic system in the world is
capitalism. As Ian Angus bluntly states:

When protecting humanity and planet might reduce profits,
corporations will always put profits first… Capital’s only
measure of success is accumulation. How much more profit
was made in this quarter than in the previous quarter? How
much more today than yesterday? It doesn’t matter if the sales
include products that are directly harmful to both humans and
nature.144

When a society is organised primarily around the pursuit of private
profit, rather than addressing the long-term needs of humanity, the
question of saving the planet will never be an urgent priority for the
ruling class.

Fred Magdoff and John Bellamy Foster describe the absurd
situation in the US where “three out of four oil and gas lobbyists in
Washington in 2010 formerly worked for the federal government”,
the result of which is that even such limited environmental
regulations as exist don’t get properly enforced.

Given the power exercised by business interests over the
economy, state, media, and even theoretically independent
nonprofit organisations, it is extremely difficult to effect
fundamental changes opposed by corporations. It therefore
makes it next to impossible to have a rational and ecologically
sound energy policy, health care system, agricultural and food



system, industrial policy, trade policy, and educational
system.145

The balance of power in capitalist countries is such that even
relatively progressive governments find it very difficult to prioritise
long-term needs of the population over short-term interests of
capital. Meanwhile, “everywhere in China today, and at all levels,
there are enormous efforts being made to restore the
environment.”146 The fundamental reason is that China is “a socialist
country of people’s democratic dictatorship under the leadership of
the working class based on an alliance of workers and farmers; all
power of the state in China belongs to the people.”147

China’s economic development proceeds according to state plans,
not market anarchy. As a result, the interests of private profit are
subordinate to the needs of society.

Dierdre Griswold writes:

China’s economic planners have the power to make decisions
that cost a lot of money, but will benefit the people – and the
world – over the long run. They’re not driven by profits and
each quarter’s bottom line. In countries where the super-rich
run and control everything, you get a well-financed campaign
of lies by the polluting corporations to turn public opinion
against science and the environmental movement. But not in
China.148

China can direct investment and resources towards green
development precisely because of the socialist basis of its economy.
China’s enormous investments in renewable energy, energy
efficiency, electric vehicles, afforestation and ‘circular’ waste
management have largely been made by state banks, and its projects
carried out largely by state-owned enterprises, according to strategic
guidelines laid out by the government.

One example is how the Chinese government manages
unemployment resulting from coal power plants being shut down.
Barbara Finamore notes that the state “set aside a $15 billion fund to
relocate and retrain laid-off workers, and has encouraged firms and



local governments to help find new jobs for them, including in the
services sector, which is growing rapidly.”149 Hundreds of thousands
of workers in polluting industries have been able to re-skill and get
jobs working in the clean energy sector. It’s a planned economy that
makes this possible.

Mariana Mazzucato has written that “what is separating China
from its international peers is its courage to commit to renewable
energy and innovation in the short and long run.”150 She makes this
point in order to encourage Western governments to be more
courageous in their pursuit of a green agenda – a noble motivation.
But of course it’s primarily a question not of courage but of political
power. As Hu Angang points out, “the capitalist development model
has a fundamental and irreconcilable contradiction between infinite
capital expansion and limited natural resources”.151

China still faces an intimidating array of obstacles on its path to
realising an ecological civilisation. Judith Shapiro notes that there’s a
growing middle income group – currently estimated to be nearing
half a billion people – which aspires to “own automobiles, live in
spacious homes and apartments with comfortable and fashionable
furnishings, eat higher up the food chain by switching from grain to
meat-centred diets, and increase household energy use by using
more appliances, heat, and air conditioning.”152 Local officials
struggle with conflicting goals of economic growth and
environmental protection, tending through habit to privilege the
former over the latter. Furthermore, China is still a developing
country and millions of its people still live in relative poverty. Their
immediate needs include using significantly more energy than they
currently do, and meanwhile China is still “sitting on a mountain of
cheap coal.”

However, China is more focused on this issue than any other
country and its progress is already formidable and its commitment
unquestionable. In his work report to the 20th National Congress of
the CPC in October 2022, Xi Jinping said:

Humanity and nature make up a community of life. If we
extract from nature without limit or inflict damage on it, we



are bound to face its retaliation. China is committed to
sustainable development and to the principles of prioritising
resource conservation and environmental protection and
letting nature restore itself. We will protect nature and the
environment as we do our own lives. We will continue to
pursue a model of sound development featuring improved
production, higher living standards, and healthy ecosystems
to ensure the sustainable development of the Chinese
nation.153

Those in the major capitalist countries should take inspiration from
China’s example of addressing the ecological crisis, and feed this
inspiration into a powerful mass movement capable of effecting the
meaningful change that humanity desperately needs. Just as
progress made on social welfare in the European socialist countries
in the mid-20th century created tremendous pressure on the
capitalist ruling classes to grant concessions to the working class (in
the form of universal education, social housing and healthcare
systems), so can China’s environmental strategy in the 21st century
create pressure on the capitalist ruling classes to stop destroying the
planet and commit to climate justice.

Mao Zedong said in 1956 that, by the beginning of the 21st century,
China would have become “a powerful socialist industrial country”
and that “she ought to have made a greater contribution to
humanity.”154 Over the last decade in particular, China has emerged
as the undisputed leader in the fight against climate breakdown, and
the results of this leadership are reverberating globally. It would be
difficult to overstate the profound significance of this for our species
and planet.
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7
Oppose the New Cold War on China
SINCE THE LAUNCH OF OBAMA’S ‘Pivot to Asia’ in 2012, the US
has prioritised China containment over all other foreign policy
commitments. This includes steadily increasing its presence in the
South China Sea and encouraging China’s neighbours in their
various territorial claims. Obama also initiated an expansion of US
military, diplomatic and economic cooperation with other countries
in the region. The overarching strategic goal of the proposed Trans-
Pacific Partnership (TPP) was to isolate China and to draw East and
Southeast Asia back into the US economic – and ideological – orbit.

The Trump administration, while dropping the TPP due to its
domestic unpopularity, escalated the Pivot in other respects:
launching a trade war in January 2018, imposing a ban on Huawei,
attempting to ban TikTok and WeChat, spreading conspiracy
theories about the origins of Covid-19, ordering the kidnapping of
Huawei CFO Meng Wanzhou, and turning ‘decoupling’ into a
buzzword. Anti-China propaganda became – and has remained –
pervasive in the West.

Alongside the economic and information warfare, there has been a
rising militarisation of the Pacific and a deepening of a China
encirclement strategy that goes back to the arrival of the US Navy’s
Seventh Fleet in the Taiwan Strait in 1950, just a few months after the
establishment of the People’s Republic. Recent years have witnessed
ever more frequent US naval operations in the South China Sea;
increased weapons sales to Taiwan; the undermining of the One
China policy; the encouraging of Japan’s re-armament; the
deployment of the Terminal High Altitude Area Defence (THAAD)
anti-ballistic missile defence system in South Korea and Guam; the
establishment of a US marine base in northern Australia; and the
bulking up of the Indo-Pacific Command.

Wars hot and cold, new and old



The term ‘Cold War’ was originally coined by US financier Bernard
Baruch in 1947 to describe the increasingly tense post-war
relationship between the capitalist world and the socialist world.
“Let us not be deceived; we are today in the midst of a Cold War.
Our enemies are to be found abroad and at home. Let us never forget
this: Our unrest is the heart of their success.”1 The term “came to
signal an American concept of warfare against the Soviet Union:
aggressive containment without a state of war.”2

Historians in the West typically regard the Cold War as an
elaborate ideological struggle between two superpowers with
comparable motivations – a clash of civilisations in which the
capitalists and communists slugged it out for supremacy. Such an
interpretation ignores the fundamental class struggle dynamics at
play.

The Soviets hoped to avoid a return to hostilities following the
shared Allied victory in World War II; as such they consistently
proposed a system of peaceful coexistence in which they – and other
countries – would enjoy the right to build the society of their own
choosing, without the constant threat of war. Vladimir Shubin,
former head of the Africa section of the international department of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union, writes: The ‘Cold War’
was not part of our political vocabulary; in fact the term was used in
a strictly negative sense… For us the global struggle was not a battle
between the two ‘superpowers’ assisted by their ‘satellites’ and
‘proxies’, but a united fight of the world’s progressive forces against
imperialism.3

“A man is judged by the company he keeps”, goes the saying.
During the Cold War period, the Soviet Union’s allies included the
people of Vietnam fighting against imperialist domination; the
people of Korea fighting against imperialist domination; the people
of South Africa, Angola, Mozambique, Namibia, Guinea Bissau,
Algeria and elsewhere, fighting against colonialism and apartheid;
the people of Cuba, Grenada, Chile, Nicaragua and elsewhere,
fighting for the right to construct socialist societies.

The US and its allies fought a very different kind of Cold War: a
global hybrid war against socialism and non-alignment. A secret



report written for, and circulated by, President Truman in 1950
bluntly asserted that “every consideration of devotion to our
fundamental values and to our national security demands that we
seek to achieve them by the strategy of the cold war”; and that the
purpose of such a strategy was “to foster a world environment in
which the American system can survive and flourish.”4

The essence of the Cold War was thus a protracted struggle by the
US and its allies to protect the long-term viability of the imperialist
world system – and, by corollary, weaken the global socialist and
anti-imperialist movement. And this war was not always very cold.
In Korea, in Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Angola, Mozambique,
Indonesia, Chile, Argentina, Brazil and elsewhere, the Cold War
wrought death and destruction on a horrifying scale.

A new enemy in a new century
The US won the Cold War by default when the Soviet Union ceased
to exist on 31 December 1991. The USSR’s dissolution was not
accompanied by the promised peace dividend. Rather, the removal
of the Soviet Union as a bulwark against imperialist hegemony
meant the launch of a new era of NATO expansionism and war; an
untrammelled and invigorated US-led militarism, which has thought
nothing of destroying Iraq, Yugoslavia, Afghanistan, Libya and
Syria.

Martin Jacques writes that the Soviet collapse “greatly enhanced
America’s pre-eminent position, eliminating its main adversary and
resulting in the countries of the former Soviet bloc opening their
markets and turning in many cases to the US for aid and support.
Never before, not even in the heyday of the British Empire, had a
nation’s power enjoyed such a wide reach.” The US’s global position
“seemed unassailable, and at the turn of the millennium terms like
‘hyperpower’ and ‘unipolarity’ were coined to describe what
appeared to be a new and unique form of power.”5

Along with expanding the US’s sphere of economic and political
influence into the former socialist countries, strategists developed a
new obsession: maintaining the new single-superpower status quo
and forestalling the rise of any potential geopolitical challenger.



These aims are captured in rather stark terms in the Wolfowitz
Doctrine, the Defense Planning Guidance for 1994–99 led by then-
Deputy Secretary for Defense Paul Wolfowitz: Our first objective is
to prevent the re-emergence of a new rival, either on the territory of
the former Soviet Union or elsewhere, that poses a threat on the
order of that posed formerly by the Soviet Union… Our strategy
must now refocus on precluding the emergence of any potential
future global competitor.6

The adoption of the Pivot to Asia reflects a consensus in US ruling
circles that the “future global competitor” in question is China. This
in turn reflects China’s emergence as the principal driver of global
economic growth and the corresponding rise in its influence. China
containment is now blossoming into a multifaceted hybrid war – “a
combination of unconventional and conventional means using a
range of state and non-state actors that run across the spectrum of
social and political life.”7

The picture Jude Woodward paints of the original Cold War bears a
chilling resemblance to the current state of US-China relations: The
USSR was variously surrounded by a tightening iron noose of US
military alliances, forward bases, border interventions, cruise
missiles and naval exercises. Economically it was shut out of
international trade organisations, subjected to bans and boycotts and
excluded from collaboration on scientific and technological
developments. It was diplomatically isolated, excluded from the G7
group of major economies and awarded an international pariah
status. It was designated as uniquely undemocratic. Any opponents
of this ‘Cold War’ and accompanying nuclear arms race were
stigmatised as disloyal apologists, closet ‘reds’ or spies and subjected
to McCarthyite witch-hunts.8

The techniques of the original Cold War have been updated and
adapted for a new enemy in a new century, but the political essence
is the same. The US and its allies still seek to maintain the overall
stability and long-term viability of the imperialist world system. This
system is under threat from China, which is coalescing forces
throughout the world in support of a new, multipolar world order;
by definition a negation of the US hegemonist project for military



and economic control of the planet.
Thus, much like the original Cold War, the New Cold War is a

sustained conflict, initiated and led by the US, between the forces of
imperialism, hegemony and unipolarity on the one hand, and the
forces of socialism, sovereignty and multipolarity on the other.

Why now?
Much is made of the ‘China threat’, which forms the basis of a new
McCarthyism in the West. This threat is real enough, albeit not in the
sense that it’s used by bourgeois politicians and journalists. China
does not seek to rule the world, nor does it seek to “undermine
democracy worldwide”.9 It is however increasingly challenging the
established imperialist world order – economically, strategically and
ideologically.

To the extent that China’s extraordinary growth was driven by
low-cost, low-margin, low-tech, large-scale manufacturing within
US-led supply chains – and to the extent that the abundant supply of
cheap, competent, diligent and well-educated Chinese labour has
made a considerable number of Americans very rich – the US
cautiously tolerated China’s emergence from generalised poverty.
From the early 1970s, the two countries were able to build a
mutually beneficial relationship, albeit one rife with complexities,
contradictions and the ever-present possibility of confrontation.

But China’s long-term strategy was not aimed at permanently
playing a subservient role in a globalised economy dominated by the
US. As Yang Weimin, a senior economist in the Chinese government,
said in 2018 discussing the nascent trade war: “You can’t let China
only make t-shirts while the US does high-tech. That is
unreasonable.”10

China’s economic structure gives the CPC government various
powerful levers for directing production. In particular, the publicly-
owned banks, the dominance of state-owned enterprises in the
‘commanding heights’ of industry, and the enforcement of a strict set
of regulations on private business have allowed the country to
steadily rise up the value chain and construct an advanced economy.
“China is the only authentically emergent country”, wrote Samir



Amin.11 Chinese scientific research is increasingly world-class. China
is the biggest trading partner of most countries in the world, and has
become a major source of investment in other countries, especially
developing countries. It’s leading the way in the battle against
climate breakdown – the sort of thing the West expects to dominate,
that feeds into a pervasive (albeit largely subconscious) assumption
that the predominantly white nations of Western Europe and North
America are fundamentally more civilised and enlightened than the
rest of the world.

If China’s progress were occurring within a framework of US-led
imperialism; if US finance capital were able to exercise meaningful
control over the process, it would be less of a problem. Japan,
Germany, South Korea have all become significant players in the
global economy in the post-war era, but since their rise has occurred
within the boundaries of the imperialist world system, it hasn’t
provoked any strategic crisis in Washington (although there have of
course been contradictions and rivalries, most notably in relation to
Japan). These countries largely play by the US’s rules, and are to a
greater or lesser degree militarily and politically beholden to the US.

As a non-white country; a country that consistently aligns itself
and identifies with the Global South; a country with a Communist
Party-led government; a country that rejects the neoliberal
consensus; a country where the capitalist class does not dictate
policy; China represents a substantial threat in the battle of ideas.
Furthermore, particularly over the last decade, China has become
proactive in global politics, promoting a multipolar model of
international relations.

China’s unprecedented increase in economic strength and
geopolitical influence has provoked a renewed resolve in the US
ruling class to ‘contain’ China; to apply the methods of Cold War
against it in order to limit its rise and to secure a New American
Century.

Trump to Biden – plus ça change Barack Obama was
explicit that the purpose of his ‘pivot’ was to preserve
US hegemony: “We have to make sure America writes



the rules of the global economy… Because if we don’t
write the rules for trade around the world – guess what
– China will.”12 Nonetheless, Obama’s overall anti-China
strategy was accompanied by some level of sensible
cooperation with Beijing, particularly around
environmental issues – the Paris Climate Agreement
came about in no small part due to the coordination
between the US and China.

The Trump administration maintained Obama’s overall anti-China
stance but dropped the sophistication and cooperation. Trump came
to power with a promise to stop China ‘raping’ the US economy. Key
members of his top team included such fanatical China hawks as
Mike Pompeo, John Bolton, Stephen Bannon, Robert Lighthizer and
Peter Navarro. Their approach was characterised by threats, bluster,
blackmail, demagoguery and racism.

Trump insisted that China – aided and abetted by previous US
governments – was the cause of all the US’s economic problems.
China’s trade imbalance with the US was “the greatest theft ever
perpetrated by anyone or any country in the history of the world”.13

The decline of US manufacturing was attributed to Chinese currency
undervaluation rather than to the ruthlessness and decrepitude of
neoliberal capitalism. (Singaporean academic and former diplomat
Kishore Mahbubani noted wryly that, rather than blaming China for
everything, living standards in the US might improve “if America
stopped fighting unnecessary foreign wars and used its resources to
improve the well-being of its people.”14) The Trump team initiated a
trade war, imposing increasingly heavy tariffs on Chinese imports.
Essentially they wanted China to agree to buy hundreds of billions’
worth of US produce that it didn’t need; end state subsidies to key
industries; allow US companies unrestricted access to Chinese
markets while accepting tariffs on Chinese exports; and stop
negotiating technology transfer deals with US companies. Alongside
this attempt at a new round of unequal treaties, they moved to
protect the US domination of hi-tech industry, imposing a ban on



Huawei and seeking to ban popular Chinese mobile apps TikTok
and WeChat.

Trump and Pompeo generated mass hostility towards China by
engaging in flagrant racism, most notably blaming the coronavirus
pandemic on China and referring to it as ‘kung flu’ or ‘the China
virus’. Meanwhile the White House revived the Quadrilateral
Security Dialogue (the Quad), a strategic alliance of the US, Japan,
Australia and India, widely understood to be an instrument of China
containment. Mike Pompeo confirmed that the objective for the
Quad was to become an “Asian NATO”.15

With Joe Biden’s victory in the presidential elections, many hoped
for an easing of tensions between the US and China. Such hopes
have been dashed. The New Cold War has become an invariant of a
declining US capitalism determined to hold on to global hegemony
via whatever means it can muster. Hostility towards China is a
consensus, bipartisan position in the US. Biden has made his view
abundantly clear, stating in one of his first speeches as president that
“China has an overall goal to become the leading country in the
world, the wealthiest country in the world and the most powerful
country in the world; that’s not going to happen on my watch.”16

There are of course some tactical differences between Trump and
Biden when it comes to Pacific strategy. Trump tended towards a
unilateralist position, demanding that allies in Japan and Europe fall
in line behind the US. Biden is attempting to construct an ostensibly
more consensual alliance among traditional US partners, albeit
within the framework of “restored American leadership” – a strategy
that is very clearly manifested in the proxy war NATO is waging
against Russia.

One of the Biden team’s first acts was to try and undermine the
EU-China investment deal.17 Having failed to prevent the deal being
signed, the US coordinated with the EU, Canada and UK to impose a
set of sanctions on China over its alleged human rights abuses in
Xinjiang, with Secretary of State Antony Blinken talking up “our
ongoing commitment to working multilaterally to advance respect
for human rights”.18 When China then imposed reciprocal sanctions,
the EU decided (at the State Department’s urging) that it would



‘freeze’ the deal.19

There is little sign that the trade war will be dialled down, in spite
of the fact that it has manifestly failed in its stated aim of restoring
US manufacturing greatness – a failure Biden himself noted on the
campaign trail.20 Biden has repeated Trump’s talking points about
China’s “coercive and unfair” trade practices21 and its “abuses of the
international system.”22

Sanctions and semiconductors The Biden administration
has launched a ‘chip war’ against China, imposing wide-
ranging and unprecedented restrictions on the export of
semiconductors, which are core to the functioning of
electronic devices. Advances in semiconductors are
driving – and will continue to drive – transformative
change in a wide range of industries, from energy to
medicine to space research. The Belfer Center report
estimates that China is on course to become “a top-tier
player in the semiconductor industry by 2030.”23

Preventing (or at least slowing) such a development is a
key priority for the US.

The CHIPS and Science Act, signed into law by Biden in August
2022, is “the next stage in a series of measures to weaken China’s
tech capabilities and global influence”; to “crush China’s tech
advancement”, in the words of British economist Michael Roberts.24

Martin Wolf opined in the Financial Times that this chip war is “far
more threatening to Beijing than anything Donald Trump did. The
aim is clearly to slow China’s economic development. That is an act
of economic warfare… It will have huge geopolitical
consequences.”25

This issue goes beyond economics. If China outpaces the US in
technological innovation, it will shift the entire global balance of
forces; it will significantly weaken the ability of the imperialist
powers to impose their will on the rest of the world; and it will
showcase the fundamental validity of socialism as a means of



propelling human progress. As Deng Xiaoping famously
commented in 1984, “the superiority of the socialist system is
demonstrated, in the final analysis, by faster and greater
development of the productive forces than under the capitalist
system.”26

Indeed, developments in technology in the coming decades form a
crucial component of the material basis for the progression to a more
advanced socialism. British researcher Keith Lamb writes: China’s
goal of building a modern socialist country by 2049 is predicated on
mastering semiconductor technology which is the linchpin of the
modern age, making innovations such as self-driving electric
vehicles, fully-automated AI production systems, and
supercomputers possible.27

Such are the reasons for the wave of sanctions connected to the
semiconductor industry. The US wants to restrict China’s ability to
import semiconductors and, more importantly, to prevent China
achieving self-sufficiency in semiconductor production. Blacklisting
SMIC, China’s biggest manufacturer of computer chips, in December
2020, means that it is no longer able to source supplies from US
companies. Chinese chip designers have been cut off from access to
leading-edge chip design tools.28 Meanwhile Huawei has been
prevented from importing chips, impacting its production of high-
end smartphones.29 The US has been able to enforce many of these
sanctions on an international scale, by virtue of its ‘long-arm
jurisdiction’ – sanctioning non-US chipmakers that use US-made
components. One notable absurdity here is that Taiwan, a region of
China, complies with the US sanctions regime, and therefore Taiwan
Semiconductor Manufacturing Company (TSMC) – the world’s most
valuable semiconductor company – has been forced to stop its
exports to the companies on the US Entity List, including Huawei.30

Another area in which the Biden administration is ramping up
Cold War hostility is by imposing sanctions on Chinese-
manufactured solar energy materials. China is by far the world’s
largest producer of solar energy, with an installed capacity of 254
GW – more than three times that of the US, and growing fast.31 China
also produces the bulk of the global supply of polysilicon (a key



material in the production of solar panels). Johannes Bernreuter,
author of the Polysilicon Market Outlook 2024, predicts that
“China’s share in the global solar-grade polysilicon output will
approach 90 percent in the coming years.”32

Unable to compete on price or productivity, the US has resorted to
imposing sanctions on large parts of China’s solar panel industry –
ostensibly on the basis of evidence-free and comprehensively
debunked claims of the manufacturers using Uyghur forced labour
(discussed in Chapter 5: Manufacturing consent for the containment and
encirclement of China). This is profoundly irresponsible and short-
sighted behaviour. Chinese investment in solar technology over the
course of the last 10-15 years has pushed the entire industry forward,
and has brought prices down to a level where solar power is more
cost-effective than fossil fuel alternatives in many parts of the world.
This is an important contribution to the global struggle to prevent
climate breakdown. The Western powers should be working closely
with China and other countries on developing and deploying clean
energy, rather than imposing sanctions with a view to gaining some
fleeting economic advantage.



Containment and encirclement
There is also a basic continuity between the Trump and Biden
administrations at the military level of the New Cold War, with
Biden heavily promoting the ‘Quad’ alliance33 and, according to the
Chinese Ministry of Defence, significantly increasing the US military
presence and surveillance in the Pacific.34

In 2021, the US, Britain and Australia surprised and shocked the
world with the announcement of a new trilateral security pact,
AUKUS. Under this agreement, writes Jenny Clegg: the US and UK
are to equip Australia with nuclear-powered submarines, not only
violating the nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty but also subverting
the nuclear weapons free zones of South East Asia and the South
Pacific.35

Since then, it has been announced that the AUKUS countries will
cooperate on the development of hypersonic weapons.36 AUKUS
enhances military cooperation between these three colonial and
neocolonial powers in the Pacific region, and is obviously part of a
broader strategy of China containment and encirclement. In early
2023, the US secured access to four additional military bases in the
Philippines – “a key bit of real estate which would offer a front seat
to monitor the Chinese in the South China Sea and around Taiwan”,
according to the BBC.37

China’s most senior diplomat, Wang Yi, summed up this creeping
militarisation: From strengthening the Five Eyes to peddling the
Quad, from piecing together AUKUS to tightening bilateral military
alliances, the US is staging a five-four-three-two formation in the
Asia-Pacific, [the purpose of which is] to establish an Indo-Pacific
version of NATO ... and maintain the US-led system of hegemony.38

Biden and his associates have directed significant efforts towards
undermining the One China policy, supporting separatists in Taiwan
and attempting to stoke hostility across the Taiwan Strait. General
Mark Milley, chairman of the US Joint Chiefs of Staff, has pledged
that the US would “support Taiwan militarily” if China attempted to
use force to bring about national reunification.39 Biden has stated
multiple times – in clear contravention of the US’s commitments and



with no basis in international law – that the US would intervene
militarily on Taiwan’s behalf.40

In December 2022, the US introduced the Taiwan Enhanced
Resilience Act, providing for 10 billion dollars’ direct military aid to
Taiwan – the first time such aid has been given on this scale.41 The
2022 National Defense Authorization Act, which signed off on a
military budget of close to a trillion dollars, provides an alarmingly
clear indication that Washington is preparing for war against China,
with Taiwan as the trigger. “Taiwan is by far the most referenced
geographic area in the bill, with 438 mentions, more than Russia,
with 237, and Ukraine, with 159.”42

Closely connected with these efforts to bolster the military strength
of Taiwanese separatists is the US’s strong support for Japan’s
remilitarisation. In December 2022, the Japanese government
approved three new strategic documents which constitute a serious
shift away from Japan’s post-war peace constitution (which
renounced war and forbade the establishment of a standing
military.43 US Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin enthused that these
documents “reflect Japan’s staunch commitment to upholding the
international rules-based order and a free and open Indo-Pacific.”
He added that “we support Japan’s decision to acquire new
capabilities that strengthen regional deterrence, including
counterstrike capabilities.”44 As the US’s most reliable regional ally,
Japan plays a key role in the US’s evolving project of China
encirclement.



The ghost of Senator McCarthy
Gerald Horne described the McCarthyite Red Scare of the 1940s and
50s as being the “handmaiden of the Cold War.”45 Similarly, Cold
War historian Ellen Schrecker points out the inextricable link
between US foreign policy and McCarthyism: Opposition to the
Cold War had been so thoroughly identified with communism that it
was no longer possible to challenge the basic assumptions of
American foreign policy without incurring suspicions of disloyalty.46

As such, the ferocious anti-communism of the era was a domestic
reflection of US imperialism’s planet-wide war against the socialist
countries and the Global South. WEB Du Bois noted in 1952 that the
US ruling class wanted to prevent ordinary people “from daring to
think or talk against the determination of big business to reduce Asia
to colonial subserviency to American industry; to re-weld the chains
of Africa; to consolidate United States control of the Caribbean and
South America; and above all to crush socialism in the Soviet Union
and China.”47

In the early 21st century, we are witnessing a startlingly similar
phenomenon. With China being both a communist-led state and a
nation of non-white people, the modern shade of McCarthyism
combines anti-communist ‘red scare’ with anti-Asian ‘yellow peril’,
fomenting a social panic that draws on multiple layers of 20th
century propaganda.

During the Trump era, China was accused in Newsweek of
attempting to “transform our prized academic institutions into a
system that is submissive to the objectives of China’s totalitarian
dictatorship.”48 China was apparently “cultivating relationships with
county school boards and local politicians”, with Chinese groups
“practising their nefarious actions in the shadows” and, worst of all,
“groups loyal to communist China are operating out in the open.”49

The FBI opened up extensive investigations into Chinese scientists,
for example hounding cancer researcher Juan Tang for her alleged
links to the Chinese military.50 The National Institutes of Health fired
dozens of scientists for receiving funding from Chinese institutions,51

and over a thousand Chinese researchers have had their visas



revoked.52 In the realm of entertainment, US Attorney General
William Barr has accused companies including Disney and Apple of
“enabling the government in Beijing to amass influence and wealth
at the expense of the US and Western democratic values.”53

Biden and his team have at least dialled down the racist rhetoric a
few notches. However, anti-China fear-mongering has continued to
gain pace via relentless propaganda, as well as investigation into
Chinese academics, and the shutting down of Confucius Institutes.
US-based professor of East Asian history Ken Hammond writes: The
US government has been pursuing several efforts to further restrict
any flow of information about China not under its control. The
Confucius Institutes which had brought opportunities for Chinese
language study to tens of thousands of young people across the
country have almost all been forced to close by pressure on their host
universities from the Department of Defense and the State
Department. The Department of Justice has been launching high-
profile investigations of both Chinese scholars working at American
research universities and of other American scholars and scientists
who have research contacts or connections with Chinese academic
institutions. Many of these cases fall apart before they reach the
courts, but they generate scare headlines and serve to intimidate the
broader academic community.54

Tragically – but predictably – this McCarthyite propaganda has led
to an alarming rise in incidents of anti-Asian hate crimes, including
the horrific Atlanta spa massacre in 2021.55



No winners
A crucial difference between the original Cold War and the current
one is that the US is very unlikely to ‘win’ the New Cold War.
Compared to the Soviet Union in the 1980s, China is much stronger
economically, much more integrated into the global economy, has
much stronger political leadership, and has learned several crucial
lessons from the Soviet collapse (see Chapter 3: Will China suffer the
same fate as the Soviet Union?).

Soviet GDP never exceeded 40 percent of US GDP, but China will
surpass the US in absolute GDP terms in the coming few years. Its
deep integration into global value chains, and the fact that it is the
largest trading partner of the majority of the world’s countries, mean
that stability in China is crucial for the global economy.

The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP),
signed in November 2020, puts China at the centre of the largest
trade bloc in history, comprising 30 percent of the world’s
population (it includes Australia, Brunei, Cambodia, China,
Indonesia, Japan, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, New Zealand, the
Philippines, Singapore, South Korea, Thailand, and Vietnam).56

China is not at meaningful risk of becoming isolated.
Decoupling from China would be highly detrimental to the US

economy, as it would mean losing access to a Chinese market of 1.4
billion people and increasing the production cost of a vast array of
commodities. Tariffs on Chinese goods have a direct and immediate
impact on US businesses that rely on these products (most are
intermediate goods, used in the production process for consumer
goods). Even Foreign Affairs magazine, published by the Council on
Foreign Relations, has described the trade war as “unwinnable”,
noting that “tariffs have hit US consumers harder than their Chinese
counterparts.”57

The US will also likely be unsuccessful in its attempt to deny China
access to markets and components it needs to further upgrade its
economy. As Peter Frankopan has observed: “If, as seems likely,
necessity is the mother of invention, then it may well prove that
attempts to strangle technological developments by starving other



states of components and knowledge will only serve to accelerate
them.”58

The outlook for the New Cold Warriors is not promising. China is
not internationally isolated, is not suffering economic stagnation,
and is not facing a crisis of legitimacy. The Chinese government
enjoys enormous popularity at home, the result of ever-improving
living standards at all levels of society. Wages are rising, social
welfare is improving. According to an extensive study conducted by
the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, 93
percent of Chinese people are satisfied with their central
government.59

So the New Cold War is doomed to failure – but it can do plenty of
damage along the way. Cold War tensions can easily develop into
violent confrontation. As noted above, millions of people in Africa,
Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean experienced the Cold War as
being decidedly hot. And history indicates that the US and its allies
are not above using military means in order to maintain their ‘sphere
of influence’ intact.

Meanwhile climate change presents an unprecedented global
threat. If humanity is to avoid triggering any of the several planetary
tipping points, it will have to address its environmental challenges
with the utmost coordination and cooperation. Mahbubani puts it
pithily: “If climate change makes the planet progressively
uninhabitable, both American and Chinese citizens will be fellow
passengers on a sinking ship.”60

Much the same logic applies to the major public health threats
faced by humanity: pandemics and antimicrobial resistance. At an
economic and cultural level, the New Cold War means a reduced
global division of labour, reduced productivity, reduced learning,
reduced cross-pollination of knowledge and ideas. In terms of
geopolitics, it threatens to slow down and complicate the process of
creating a more multipolar and democratic system of international
relations. Militarily, it increases tensions and the risk of war,
including nuclear war. In summary, this New Cold War poses
enormous danger to humanity.



Unite to oppose the US-led New Cold War on China The
original Cold War was waged by the US and its allies not
just against the Soviet Union but against the forces of
socialism and national sovereignty worldwide. It was a
protracted and multifaceted struggle to ensure the
preservation of an imperialist status quo. The same is
true of the New Cold War. It’s being waged by the US
and its allies not just against China but the entire Global
South, against the very notion of multipolarity, against
the possibility of a democratic system of international
relations and the end of hegemony.

China is a strong and consistent supporter of multipolarity – an
international order in which there are multiple centres of power,
creating an equilibrium that increases the costs of war and conflict,
and promotes peaceful cooperation and integration (discussed in
detail in Chapter 2: Neither Washington Nor Beijing?).

Multipolarity provides a path for the defeat of modern
imperialism; it involves weakening the forces of polarisation of
wealth and power; it deprives the imperialist bloc of its power to
determine the fate of the rest of the world through military action,
sanctions and destabilisation. Because it enhances the sovereignty of
the non-imperialist countries, it also by corollary helps to create
appropriate conditions for those countries to pursue socialist
experiments. Thus Samir Amin: “Multipolarity will provide the
framework for the possible and necessary overcoming of
capitalism.”61

Or as Xi Jinping put it in Moscow in 2013: All countries,
irrespective of size, strength and wealth, are equal. The right of the
people to independently choose their development paths should be
respected, interference in the internal affairs of other countries
opposed, and international fairness and justice maintained. Only the
wearer of the shoes knows if they fit or not. Only the people can best
tell if the development path they have chosen for their country suits
or not.62



A multipolar, multilateral world order based on the principles of the
UN Charter is precisely what the US ruling class is trying to avoid.
This is the most powerful driver of the New Cold War. The
imperialist powers – particularly the US, but generally supported by
Canada, Western Europe, Australia and Japan – seek to maintain a
status quo which provides maximum benefit to the US (with some
crumbs to its allies) at the expense of the rest of the world.

All those that oppose imperialism must resolutely and consistently
oppose the US-led New Cold War in all its manifold forms.
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Appendix
The universalisation of ‘liberal
democracy’



Carlos Martinez and Danny Haiphong
The following article, co-authored by Danny Haiphong and Carlos
Martinez, was published in the academic journal International
Critical Thought in 2022.1

THE WORD DEMOCRACY IS CONNECTED to a large and diverse
body of meaning. In the broadest sense, it simply refers to the
exercise of power – directly or indirectly – by the people. However,
in the leading capitalist countries, its meaning is much more specific:
it has become synonymous with the system of ‘liberal democracy’,
characterised by a multi-party parliament, universal suffrage, the
separation of powers, and a strong emphasis on the protection of
private property.

This narrow definition is widely considered in the West as a
universal and absolute truth. Indeed, in the dominant Western
narrative, adherence to the principles of liberal democracy
constitutes the fundamental dividing line in global politics. On one
side there is a group of ‘democracies’ (including the US, Canada,
Australia, New Zealand, most of Europe, Japan, India and South
Korea) and on the other side a group of ‘non-democracies’ or
‘authoritarian regimes’ (including the People’s Republic of China,
the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea, Vietnam, Laos, Cuba,
Iran, Russia, Venezuela, and most of the countries of Asia, Africa and
Latin America).

The obvious weakness of this definition is that it makes no
reference to social class. It presents democracy as a purely
procedural phenomenon and masks the underlying political and
economic structure. In contrast, Mao Zedong considered that the
particulars of governance in any given society reflect nothing more
than “the form in which one social class or another chooses to
arrange its apparatus of political power to oppose its enemies and
protect itself”.2 The important question therefore, wholly obscured in
Western discourse, is which social class dominates political power?
Which class is the ruling class?



There is a conspicuous intersection of liberal democracies and
developed capitalist countries. That is to say, those states that
conform to the precepts of liberal democracy also operate an
economic system based on the private ownership of the means of
production, distribution and exchange; a society whose basic
contradiction is “between the social character of production and the
private character of ownership”;3 a society where the accumulation
of vast wealth by a small group of capitalists has as its parallel the
“accumulation of misery, the torment of labour, slavery, ignorance,
brutalisation and moral degradation”4 among the lowest layers of
society.

Clearly the correlation between liberal democracy and capitalism
cannot be coincidental; indeed it reflects a truth described by
Vladimir Lenin over a century ago, that “a democratic republic is the
best possible political shell for capitalism”.5 The purpose of any state
– democratic or otherwise – is to uphold an economic status quo; a
particular form of class rule. Liberal democracy should therefore be
considered as a euphemism for capitalist democracy, the democratic
limits of which are strictly defined by the need to reinforce capitalist
production relations.

The economic core of capitalism is a division of society into, on the
one hand, those that own and deploy capital and, on the other, those
that must earn a living by selling their labour power. The essential
role of the capitalist state is to preserve this relationship: the
exploitation of the majority by the minority. In ordinary times, this
takes place quite naturally as a result of tradition, culture, routine;
but in case of less ordinary times, a capitalist state always has
recourse to a police force, secret services and an army – “special
bodies of armed men”, to use Frederick Engels’ expression.

Liberal democracy allows people to vote for one or other capitalist
party, but it does not allow for substantive changes to the economic
system. In the face of a conflict of interests between the ruling class
and the working classes, the capitalist state invariably comes down
on the side of the ruling class. As such, it is incapable of meeting the
basic needs of the majority. Ending poverty, ending unemployment,
divesting from the military-industrial complex, ending wars of



aggression, suppressing Covid-19, providing good quality housing,
taking meaningful steps to decarbonise the economy: all these
should be possible in an advanced modern society, and all reflect the
needs and demands of ordinary people; yet capitalist states
consistently fail to deliver them.

Engels made a profound observation on the limits of capitalist
democracy, discussing the issue of homelessness. He pointed out
that, since “there are already enough buildings for dwellings in the
big towns to relieve immediately the real housing shortage through a
rational utilisation of these buildings”, a government representing
the public interest would simply expropriate the empty buildings
and transfer them “to homeless workers or to workers presently
living in excessively overcrowded apartments”. Indeed in 2017, in
the wake of the tragic Grenfell Tower fire in London, progressive
politician Jeremy Corbyn (then leader of the Labour Party) proposed
exactly that: that the government seize empty property and transfer
it to those rendered homeless by the fire.

Corbyn’s suggestion was not, needless to say, taken up. Engels
made his observations on the housing question in 1872, but even
today in 2021, capitalist states are unable to solve this problem,
because expropriating unoccupied buildings runs counter to the
interests of the capitalist class. The US, Britain and Australia are
wealthy countries, but New York, London and Sydney are suffering
an epidemic of homelessness. Meanwhile in China, the housing
problem has basically been solved. The reason China can place such
a strong emphasis on poverty alleviation, or pandemic suppression,
or ecological conservation, is that it is a socialist democracy,
responsive to the needs of the vast majority of the population.

Within a capitalist democracy, it is possible for the working classes
to win certain concessions and improve their situation. The
immovable red line, however, is the position of the capitalist class as
ruling class. Lenin wrote:

Freedom is always hemmed in by the narrow limits set by
capitalist exploitation, and consequently always remains, in
reality, a democracy for the minority, only for the propertied



classes, only for the rich. Freedom in capitalist society always
remains about the same as it was in the ancient Greek
republics: freedom for the slaveowners. Owing to the
conditions of capitalist exploitation the modern wage slaves
are so crushed by want and poverty that ‘they cannot be
bothered with democracy’, ‘they cannot be bothered with
politics’; in the ordinary peaceful course of events the majority
of the population is debarred from participation in public and
political life.6

Occasionally there is some disruption to this ‘ordinary peaceful
course of events’ and the true nature of the capitalist state is
exposed. The treatment of the US communist movement and the
radical organisations of oppressed minorities in the late 1960s and
early 1970s provides an instructive example. When groups such as
the Black Panther Party started to organise and educate significant
numbers of people from working class and oppressed communities;
when they openly and effectively questioned the superiority of
capitalism; when they roundly denounced US imperialism and
promoted solidarity with the people of China, Vietnam, Korea, Cuba,
Algeria and Palestine; their experience of democracy become
demonstrably less ‘liberal’. Their leaders were assassinated or
kidnapped; their offices were destroyed; the FBI conducted an
elaborate campaign of infiltration, disinformation and
destabilisation; the judiciary arranged numerous frame-ups. A
plethora of measures – overt and covert, legal and illegal – was used
by the ‘liberal democratic’ state to put an end to their project.

Such examples lay bare the truth that the state under capitalism is
always an instrument of capitalist class rule. Bourgeois democracy is
certainly far preferable to fascism, which is capitalist class rule
enforced through naked violence; but it is capitalist class rule
nonetheless.

In his Gettysburg Address, Abraham Lincoln famously called for
“government of the people, by the people, for the people”.7 A
hundred and fifty years later, economist Joseph Stiglitz described the
US democratic system as being “of one percent, by one percent, for



one percent”.8 This captures the fundamentally plutocratic nature of
the prevailing system in the capitalist democracies. In spite of this,
the West’s dominance in the realms of media and academia has been
leveraged to universalise capitalist democracy, “to conceal from the
people the bourgeois character of modern democracy; to portray it
as democracy in general or ‘pure democracy’”.9

It is crucial that progressive humanity challenges this
universalisation. As the Cuban revolutionary Che Guevara once
remarked, “we should not allow the word ‘democracy’ to be utilised
to represent the dictatorship of the exploiting classes”.10

The people’s democratic dictatorship and China’s
emerging socialist democracy
Having put an end to foreign occupation, defeated the reactionary
nationalist forces in the Civil War and established the People’s
Republic, New China had to develop a model of governance
appropriate to its conditions. This model could hardly follow the
Western model, installing the capitalist class as ruling class. With a
relatively small and weak bourgeoisie, such a system would
inevitably give way to neocolonial domination by the advanced
capitalist countries – as was the fate of the 1911 Revolution which
had finally overthrown dynastic rule but which failed to unite the
country, expel the occupying forces, dismantle feudalism, or
meaningfully improve the living conditions of most Chinese people.

Mao Zedong wrote in 1949, just three months before the
proclamation of the PRC:

There are bourgeois republics in foreign lands, but China
cannot have a bourgeois republic because she is a country
suffering under imperialist oppression. The only way is
through a people’s republic led by the working class.

Such a republic would need to “unite the working class, the
peasantry, the urban petty bourgeoisie and the national bourgeoisie”
in the formation of a domestic united front under the leadership of
the working class. This would pave the way for a “people’s



democratic dictatorship based on the alliance of workers and
peasants”.11

To those raised on a diet of Western democratic theory, the idea of a
“democratic dictatorship” sounds absurd. Mao however, a rigorous
Marxist-Leninist, well understood the relationship between
democracy and dictatorship; that the two always coexist within a
society based on class division. Whereas a capitalist democracy is a
manifestation of the dictatorship of the bourgeoisie, socialist
democracy means the dictatorship of the working class.

This much was commonly understood among Marxists at the time.
Mao’s great theoretical innovation on the question of the socialist
state was to clarify and expand the scope of its democracy to include
non-proletarian forces – the peasantry above all, the urban petty
bourgeoisie and the national bourgeoisie. All these classes had an
interest in the modernisation of China, its unity, its sovereignty, its
emergence; moreover, all could accept and appreciate the need for
the leadership of the Communist Party and the support of the
socialist camp. As such, in the people’s democratic dictatorship, the
vast masses of the people were to enjoy democratic rights and
representation.

What about dictatorship? This was to be imposed on the landlord
class and that section of the capitalist class that was ready to do the
bidding of US-led imperialism (essentially, the remnants of the
defeated Guomindang). These classes were to be deprived of the
right to political participation and representation.

Mao and his comrades assessed that, given the readiness of
external forces led by the US to intervene on the side of counter-
revolutionary elements within China, the political suppression of the
pro-feudal and pro-imperialist forces was indispensable in order to
protect the revolution. Without that suppression, a coalition of
domestic and foreign reactionary forces would overthrow people’s
democracy, “and disaster will befall the revolutionary people”.12

US intellectual Michael Parenti gives a brief summary of the need
for the ‘dictatorship’ component of socialist democracy:

For a people’s revolution to survive, it must seize state power



and use it to (a) break the stranglehold exercised by the
owning class over the society’s institutions and resources, and
(b) withstand the reactionary counterattack that is sure to
come.13

The great Cuban revolutionary leader Fidel Castro put it even more
succinctly: “Within the revolution, everything; against the
revolution, nothing”.14

Thus the system of governance established from 1949 was a
people’s democratic dictatorship. This continues to be enshrined in
China’s constitution, and is the basis for the numerous mechanisms
of government that operate in China today. While Chinese socialism
has continued to evolve, each generation of the CPC leadership has
been clear about upholding the basic structure of socialist
democracy. Indeed, “adherence to the people’s democratic
dictatorship” was one of the Four Cardinal Principles defined by
Deng Xiaoping at the beginning of the Reform and Opening Up
period as being prerequisites for China’s successful socialist
modernisation.15

Recently, in order to expand the discussion both inside and outside
China about the nature of China’s democratic system, the CPC
leadership has theorized whole-process people’s democracy.
Addressing a central conference on work related to people’s
congresses, Xi Jinping made a powerful observation about the
limitations of liberal democracy:

If the people are awakened only at voting time and dormant
afterward; if the people hear big slogans during elections but
have no say after; if the people are favoured during
canvassing but are left out after elections, this is not true
democracy.16

This echoes Marx’s comment that, in a capitalist democracy, “the
oppressed are allowed once every few years to decide which
particular representatives of the oppressing class shall represent and
repress them in parliament”.17

In China’s whole-process people’s democracy, by contrast,



democratic rights are available at all levels of society and at all times.
Ongoing participation in governance is strongly encouraged. The
legislative system is based on electoral representation and operates
at the national level (the National People’s Congress, NPC, the
highest organ of state power) as well as at provincial, city, county
and village levels. Parallel to the congress system is an elaborate
system of consultative democracy, the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conferences.

Roland Boer describes the process by which legislation can be
passed at the NPC:

By the time a piece of legislation comes up for a vote, it has
undergone an extremely long and arduous process of
deliberation and consultation. Multiple meetings take place,
feedback is sought, and differences in opinion are aired
without holding back. Indeed, contrary arguments are
encouraged and expected, with debate, revision, and further
debate until a consensus is reached. Only then can the
legislation arrive at the NPC for a vote.18

Near-term economic and social objectives are consolidated into five-
year national development plans. These plans are not simply the
work of the politburo; they represent “the crystallization of tens of
thousands of rounds of discussions and consultations at all levels of
the Chinese state and society,” a “real democratic decision-making
process”.19

China’s system of socialist democracy is very much a work in
progress; it continues to evolve and improve. However, its content is
already far more meaningfully democratic than its Western
counterpart in terms of the engagement of ordinary people in
running society.

How the working class in the West experiences
democracy
Democracy in the West is an expression of class interests and not
merely an idea worthy of achievement. The experience of Western



democracy for the working class is therefore characterised by a stark
gap between rhetoric and reality. Workers are taught from a very
young age that if they elect the correct representative into
government, then their needs and interests will be met. Civic
engagement in the form of voting is heralded as the highest
expression of ‘civilisation’.

This rhetoric renders Western democracy ‘exceptional’ and
conceals the fundamental contradictions of the capitalist mode of
development. These contradictions give Western democracy its
particular form. Western societies are governed by capitalist states
which have relied upon centuries of colonialism to enrich a
particular class, the capitalist class. The formation of the United
States’ democracy, for example, has its roots in the profitable
enslavement and conquest of African and Indigenous peoples.20

Slavery and colonialism required political and social exclusion to
reproduce this peculiar form of class exploitation.

To this day, the US political system is mired in a number of
problems related to race and class inequality. Voter suppression laws
prevent the working class, especially African American workers,
from participating in the process of democracy. The United States
still uses the Electoral College to determine the presidency despite
the fact that the process is rooted in the historic struggle of slave
owners to exert disproportionate influence and deny African slaves
the right to vote.21 However, even when participation is possible, the
working class is without a mechanism for addressing their material
problems.

The United States provides the starkest example of how the
structure of the capitalist state serves the interests of the wealthy.
Democracy in the United States is defined by a choice between two
political parties, the Democratic Party and the Republican Party, that
compete for what Karl Marx described as the right to repress the
interests of the working class.22 The choice, however, is a narrow one.
Each political party appeals to different voting blocs. The
Democratic Party’s most active support base among the population
resides in the urban, northern, and coastal areas of the United States
while the Republican Party derives much of its support from the



Southern and rural regions of the country.
Despite significant rhetorical differences, efforts to achieve

bipartisanship are viewed as essential to the upkeep of democracy.
Disagreement or what US experts call ‘gridlock’ is denounced as an
impediment to political progress. Such a characterisation of the US’s
version of Western democracy obfuscates the fact that the
Democratic and Republican Party both subscribe to a policy agenda
that serves the same class interests. Democratic and Republican
representatives in Congress overwhelmingly support increasing a
military budget that is already larger than the next eleven countries
combined at $750 billion.23 Furthermore, representatives of both
parties have supported the reduction of social welfare programs, the
expansion of police and prison budgets, tax reductions, bailout
measures, and a host of other policies which have caused a decline in
living standards for workers and a worsening of race relations.24

That the US’s two main political parties share a common policy
agenda is unsurprising when the donors for each party are taken
into consideration. Fortune 500 companies provide enormous sums
to US political candidates to ensure their interests are met.25 Wall
Street banks and private military contractors tend to donate to
Democrats and Republicans on a non-partisan basis but have scaled
up their support for Democratic Party presidential candidates such
as Joe Biden.26 Boeing CEO Dave Calhoun told the US media that the
world’s second-largest military contractor in the world did not need
to make a definitive choice between Joe Biden and Donald Trump
because both signalled strong support for the defence industry.27 Joe
Biden would go on to nominate former Raytheon board member
Lloyd Austin as his Secretary of Defense shortly after his victory in
the 2020 presidential selection.

The gap between the rhetoric and reality of ‘democracy’ in the
West has produced devastating consequences over the course of the
Covid-19 global pandemic. Both political parties politicised Covid-19
instead of coming together to implement a policy agenda that
protected human life. Then-President Donald Trump blamed China
for the pandemic while the Democratic Party blamed Republicans
for non-compliance with Covid-19 protocols. Neither political party



was willing to support consistent public health measures necessary
to curb viral transmission. Nearly 800,000 people in the United States
have died from Covid-19 as a result, a disproportionate number of
whom come from the poorest sections of the working class in the
African American and Hispanic communities.28

The US’s disastrous response to Covid-19 reflects the inherent
contradictions of so-called Western democracy. Western democracy
speaks of being by, for, and of the people in theory but not in
practice. As Albert Szymanski notes:

the capitalist state must act to maximise and guarantee profits
and ensure the process of capitalist accumulation, regardless
of whether representatives of the capitalist class or a
proletarian party are occupying governmental positions. To
act otherwise would result in a general economic collapse
because of withdrawal of cooperation by the capitalist class.29

Historically, any democratic reforms implemented within the
capitalist state have come as a result of popular organisation against
the underpinnings of that state. African-Americans chartered a
course of democratic reconstruction after more than a century of
resistance against chattel bondage. The decades-long fight against
Jim Crow segregation and racial violence led to the passage of the
Voting Rights Act of 1965 and other protections against race-based
discrimination. Labour organisation was also key in opening space
for democratic rights. In 1934 alone, 1.5 million workers went on
strike and won legal recognition for the right to form a union.

Still, in each case of successful reform, the state maintained its
overall character as an instrument of oppression of the working class
by the capitalist class. Western democracy and its particular variant
in the United States can thus be better described as a dictatorship of
the capitalist class. In the current period, neither the Democratic
Party nor its Republican opposition support a living wage, student
debt relief, or substantial investments in public infrastructure or
climate policy. Workers cannot vote themselves out of poverty
because no such choice exists within the two-party system.



Furthermore, the working class cannot vote against policies such as
high military budgets which only serve to enrich corporate
executives and divert resources away from the needs of ordinary
people. The working class is therefore denied the agency to
transform its material conditions within a political process that is
dictated by the exploiter class.

‘Liberal democracy’ as an instrument of hegemony
Because capital accumulation and hegemony are key features of
Western imperialism, the rise of socialist democracy has been
historically treated by the West as a threat to the so-called virtues of
“liberal democracy.” The Cold War, for example, was supported by
the most powerful business interests in the West. During the Cold
War, the United States and its Western allies adopted a hostile policy
toward socialist and anti-colonial movements around the world.
Korea, China, the Soviet Union, Cuba and dozens of other nations
were subject to countless acts of aggression, including direct military
intervention.

The effort to keep socialism at bay also extended into the domestic
political sphere. Former Senator Joseph McCarthy represented the
face of an anti-communist crusade that led to the imprisonment,
exile, and harassment of activists, journalists, and prominent
members of society who were accused of working with “the Reds”.30

The fall of the Soviet Union shifted the focus of the West onto
another perceived threat: terrorism. Following the September 11th
2001 terrorist attacks in the United States, Western governments
argued that outside forces were plotting to undermine “liberal
democracy”. Former US President George W. Bush articulated this
sentiment clearly in his declaration of the War on Terror:

Americans are asking ‘Why do they [terrorists] hate us?’ They
hate what they see right here in this chamber: a democratically
elected government. Their leaders are self-appointed. They
hate our freedoms: our freedom of religion, our freedom of
speech, our freedom to vote and assemble and disagree with
each other.31



The War on Terror was thus framed as a war to defend democracy.
What the War on Terror actually provided was a convenient
narrative that united the US and its Western allies around common
military ventures such as the occupation of Afghanistan and the
invasion of Iraq. Western governments also invested enormous
resources in the construction of a surveillance apparatus that
infringed on the privacy of all citizens. Far from the expansion of so-
called “democracy,” the War on Terror fuelled political instability in
the West and destroyed entire societies at the expense of hundreds of
thousands of lives.

Major corporations in the defence and oil industries have been the
true winners of the War on Terror. US defence contractors
accumulated more than half of the $14 trillion spent on the two-
decade invasion of Afghanistan alone.32 Oil and fossil fuel
corporations have also enjoyed massive profits in their bid to supply
military operations with fuel. Former US Federal Reserve Chair Alan
Greenspan expressed sadness “that it is politically inconvenient to
acknowledge what everyone knows: the Iraq war is largely about
oil”.33 The intimate relationship between oil profits and the War on
Terror has rapidly made the US military one of the largest polluters
on the planet.34

In both the Cold War and the War on Terror, Western “liberal
democracy” represents an ideological expression of hegemony. The
concepts of freedom and democracy are reduced in reality to the
“freedom” of Western corporations and governments to
“democratically” dominate world affairs. This pattern has taken on a
new form in the current period. The threat of terrorism has been
supplanted by what the United States calls “strategic competition”
with Russia and China.35 China and its model of socialist democracy
has been under particular assault from the US and its allies.

Experts and activists have referred to the escalating assault on
China as a “New Cold War” or a “hybrid war”. Policies of the New
Cold War include sanctions on China’s tech sector, an increase in US
and Western military presence in the South China Sea, and political
interference in China’s internal affairs regarding Hong Kong and
Taiwan. Ideology is an equally important feature of the New Cold



War. The United States and its Western allies routinely portray China
as an “authoritarian” regime and an egregious violator of human
rights in an effort to contrast China’s political system with the so-
called democratic values of the “rules-based international order”.36

However, democracy is clearly not the primary concern of the New
Cold War given the actual record of the West’s massive human rights
violations around the world. Democracy is an instrument of
hegemony in a period of decline in the West. Capitalist economies in
the West have experienced several decades of economic contraction
that has been complemented with harsh cyclical crises. The United
States’ share of the global economy in GDP terms has decreased by
fifty percent since 1960.37 Economists predict that China will become
the largest economy in the world in GDP terms by 2028 while others
have observed that China has already become the largest overall
economy in the world in Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) terms.38

Anxieties over China’s economic rise were made clear in March
2021 when US President Joe Biden explained his belief that China
has

an overall goal to become the leading country in the world,
the wealthiest country in the world, and the most powerful
country in the world. That’s not gonna happen on my watch.39

However, Western anxiety is not purely economic in reasoning. The
possibility of a socialist democracy such as China becoming the
world’s foremost economy also signals the end of the unipolar global
order led by the United States and the West.

A major goal for China, as President Xi Jinping explains, is the
development of a community with a shared future for humankind.
Included in this goal is a commitment to multipolarity, world peace,
and win-win cooperation around issues of economic development
and climate change.40 China’s foreign policy therefore aligns with its
national commitment of improving living standards alongside
robust participation of the people—a key component of socialist
democracy. Socialist democracy thus runs counter to the West’s
record of championing procedural democracy to obscure the



hegemony and exploitation inherent in its governance system.
The West’ vision for democracy is monopolistic and incongruent

with the current global situation. Development models possess a
definite life course and the Western model liberal democracy is
behaving as if it has reached the end of life. Instead of adjusting to
the reality of a rising socialist democracy in China and the demand
for a more egalitarian and multipolar world order, the West (led by
the United States) is attempting to reassert its historic claim of
holding monopoly over democracy and the trajectory of global
politics. This article demonstrates that Western democracy is neither
universally applicable across the world nor experienced the same
way across social classes. An analysis of the class character of
democracy is crucial for understanding the differences between its
various forms and how these differences shape the aggressive
posture of the US-led Western “democratic” order toward countries
that chart an independent course of development.
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