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The Rise of China’s New Left

by Leslie Hook

Wang Shaoguang, a professor of politics at Chinese Uniyarditong Kong, leans
forward in his chair, beaming, and says that China igippang point. “l call it the ‘great
transformation,” he exclaims. “In addition to ecaomic policy, for the first time China

now has social policies.” Before economic reformvdis not necessary to have a separate
social policy, he says, because society and econary deeply intertwined.

For Mr. Wang this shift, long overdue, is good news. Thiswdate former Yale
professor is one of a loose grouping of Chinese intelle;tdabbed the “new left,” who
point to rising income inequality and argue that the cousegiphasis on economic
growth should be leavened with social democratic politiasredistribute wealth. And
that is precisely what is starting to happen.

The social policy trend is linked to a revival of cengr@alernment power. In 1995, the
government’s tax revenue as a share of GDP reachedrahf@®%. After a concerted
effort to improve collection, last year the figure fieeat 18.1%, roughly the level of
1987. And of course real GDP has tripled in that samegameaning the government
has plenty of cash to beef up the military, invest irastfucture and still spend more on
social welfare.

The rebound in fiscal muscle tracks with Mr. Wang's dasis of the current
transformation. “Economy and society were embedded dsoomlist times, then
became disembedded and now they are becoming re-embeddsdysh&You see this

in health care and education especially.” He explaiasdtate withdrawal from areas like
health care and education during the heady economic refottme 1980s and 1990s left
huge inequities that are now beginning to be filled.

China’s policy track record bears out this observatidre dnnual legislative plan
released Feb. 27 in anticipation of the National Peofleisgress put it thus: “Because
China now places economic growth and social developmean @qual footing, there
will be more laws dealing with social issues in thetriew years.” And in his opening
speech to the NPC on March 5, Premier Wen Jiabaogobmit that last year
government spending on education and health increased 39.4% 4% G&spectively,
from the previous year.

But the shift goes beyond just spending money on the poat.i§blear from the
contentious debate over the Property Law that haséaddine NPC for years. The
legislation was tabled and failed to pass six timeseaatimual Congress—setting a
record in China’s legislative history—before it wentotngh with substantial changes this



year. Even now the law remains controversial bectusalifies the individual's right to
own land in a state that was founded on the principt®ofmunal ownership. And
within society, enthusiasm for free enterprise seenmave peaked.

Since 1992 when Deng Xiaoping made his Southern Tour andgeiated the reform
process, pragmatism has been the order of the day. Tlietsowithin the upper
echelons of the Communist Party were between rival pag® networks, not policy
factions. So it is striking that today, even thoughléaelership is still dominated by
technocrats, ideology is making a limited comeback.

The debate rages not just on the floors of the Condrasacross China’s intellectual
circles: How to successfully reconcile open marketh e country’s communist
legacy? The days of dismissing contradictions by invokingDdng’s catchphrase
“socialism with Chinese characteristics” are over.

Rise of a Movement

In the five years since Communist Party Secretary hiadis rise to power, the new left
has emerged with a range of prescriptions for a troubledtgogilthough the name is
something of a misnomer—Ieft and right are understood diffezently in China than in
Europe or the United States—the term generally descrilogdgperho oppose a
neoliberal market economy, want increased social veeltaigue for greater democratic
participation (but without formal elective democracy)d anpport more assertive foreign
policies.

“Its basic features include caring about the poor and the pmdged and being

critical of runaway development,” says Zhang Xudongoéegsor of comparative
literature at New York University who has been idestifas new left. Mr. Zhang, who
was reached in a telephone interview, also cited theofithe nouveau riche, official
corruption, pollution and the “destruction of the countig&ias primary concerns for this

group.

The new left has been talking about these issuesrigrtime, but the dramatic
deterioration of China’s environment and rural areas iantegears has thrown these
topics into the national spotlight. In 2004 over 70,000 in¢&lefrural unrest, many due
to illegal land seizure by corrupt officials, were repdst@nd the social fabric of China’s
countryside continues to decay as able-bodied men and wuigeate to cities to seek
employment.

The increasingly dire situation has undoubtedly beevoatlio the new left. Prof. Wang
says that six or seven years ago universities in Girema almost complete dominated by
liberals, but that is no longer the case. “Why? Becaosiety changed. People think
about issues that they didn’t before.” Others desdribe new left as having “a lot of
appeal.”



The term new left itself is problematic, though. Some \bar the label cringe at its
associations with the “old left” hardliners who genuneish for a return to Mao'’s era.
“In the very beginning, ‘new left’ was not a word | usedsety, it was a word other
people used to criticize me,” says Wang Hui, a professiheidepartment of Chinese
language and literature at Tsinghua University and co-eafititve influential monthly
magazine Dushu.

The reasons behind intellectuals’ reservations towaeltabel are linked to the seismic
shifts in China’s political climate over the last decad#ss Zhang identifies three stages
in the development of the new left: “When it firstenged it was purely academic, and
referred very specifically to overseas Chinese studembsstudied with American or
European leftist intellectuals. They were very crit@amarketization, privatization, the
rolling back of the welfare state.”

During the second stage, when these students returnedna, @ay felt that China was
going through the same process of “capitalization” otlentries had experienced, says
Mr. Zhang, and they were bitingly critical of the ditien of the reforms. As a result,
“they were viewed with profound suspicion at home,” hessBuring the 1980s, when
China was accelerating its program of economic reforemgDXiaoping famously said
that the Communist Party had to guard against radic&lemthe left more than from
the right.

However, as China’s economy boomed and society becamgestnatified, these
suspicions were overcome. “Now at the most recagtesthe new left has become a
pretty broad-based social movement. Maybe it's an exatjge to call it a movement,
but it’s certainly a trend of like-minded people,” Mr. Zhaays.

Still, there remains great difference of opinion oveaithe new left stands for. One of
the most central divisions is between thinkers whondetthe new left in terms of
opposition to neoliberalism, which advocates free marépitalism, and those who see it
as opposed to classical liberalism, which advocategithl freedoms. Wang Hui
espouses the former view. “This is not a debate withdisen, he says, explaining that
the new left draws on a variety of intellectual researincluding the liberal tradition. In
his view the new left is really debating neoliberalismg he suggests the term “critical
intellectual” is more precise.

Alternatively, Wang Shaoguang defines these camps in tdrisaiah Berlin’s two
concepts of liberty: “Liberals advocate a kind of 19thtegnfreedom—ifreedom from,
rather than freedom to. So they just want to be lefieaby government control or
intervention.” He describes the new left as advogatine opposite. “Not just freedom
from government intervention, but freedom to have an ethaice at health, education,
and many other things.” This group is more likely to inclatielents of Marxist and
Maoist thought.

Further along the spectrum, some thinkers fall betweznéiv left and the now largely
irrelevant hardliners, or old left. One example is G&mantian, a 72-year-old professor



at Peking University Law School whose criticism is afagjor in the delay of the
passage of the Property Law. An ardent Marxist, he descChina’s current political
direction as finally tired of capitalism and ready ¢ ‘back to the good old days.”

Yet unlike leftist hardliners—whom one source describeoldsmarginalized and
bitter—Mr. Gong is hardly irrelevant. His main bonecohtention is that private-
property rights are unconstitutional in China, a statededron the idea of collective
ownership. And when he speaks out, China’s leaders take“hofAugust] 2005 when |
posted my essay [online], Wu Bangguo [chairman of the stguod mmittee of the NPC]
called me right up and we spoke for a long time,” he Ieca#nd on Sept. 26 of that
year they made an announcement concerning publicly owned ty,ogr@phasizing that
China is still based on collective ownership.”

As a result of such objections the law was amend@dpoove protection for public
property, and a clause stating the law must not contrdmictonstitution was added.
Interviewed the day after the seventh version was diecuis a closed session of the
NPC, Mr. Gong said he had already seen the new vepwinioh had not been made
public at that time) and supported the changes and the dratft.

Mr. Gong’s experience suggests that communist idealsagsaeeply with China’s
decision-makers. However, such an ideologically chargbdtdes the exception rather
than the rule. Most of those interviewed for thiscdetiamented that ideology was
increasingly irrelevant to policy decisions.

“The country is basically run by a bunch of enginedrs technocratic class,” says Mr.
Zhang, the professor of literature at New York Univgrsit he college students are less
and less political,” he adds, expressing disappointment.

Some see this as a crisis of cultural leadership. “Thewruleaders are really just feeling
the stones to cross the river,” says Han Yuhai, socate professor of literature at
Peking University, referring to a well-known Deng Xiaagpdictum about gradualist
reform. “We sometimes joke that the leaders walk wigir heads down because they
are looking for money lying on the ground,” says Mr. Hanpsehacademic work is
influenced by Maoism. “The political crisis lies exgdiere—China has no governance.
The economy is the only government.... Money is the midglogy.”

But while the new left is critical of neoliberalisrhgty are not advocating return to a
centrally planned economy. “They are not calling forradireturn to Mao’s
countryside. Instead of that they are calling for a naidifithe-road approach—a
Scandinavian social model, the British welfare apprpacthe U.S. model, the New
Deal,” says Mr. Zhang.

Several new leftists see the reforms as initially bela¢ but less so as the human and
environmental costs of China’s development increased. éaHg economic reforms
were a positive-sum game,” says Wang Shaoguang, “bueldgtér 1990s economic
reform had become a zero-sum game.” As the statedfeeeors like health care and



education to become more market-driven, many people wepdydeft without the
services they once enjoyed.

Wang Hui's description of problems brought on by an ovealyer embrace of open
markets draws on the liberal tradition: “Market freed@resonly possible under the
control of a government. So they can never be unlim@&iha’s problem is that our
lives have been too closely controlled. We need momnauatous space. We can’t have
our lives controlled by the market.” He advocates gréatamomic democracy” as a
solution, for example by improving workers’ rights.

One area of particular concern for new leftistsdiasys been the countryside, which
they point to as a prime example of market-economy failWéen Tiejun, an agricultural
economist at Renmin University, describes how he pers€ina’s reform as having
robbed the countryside of its labor and its capitalatiing the necessary “three
productivities"—Adam Smith’s land, labor and capital. Hguas that China is a typical
dual society, where the vast difference between urbanuabenvironments necessitates
different policy approaches for the countryside andHercities.

The reforms backfired because policy makers treatedotngnyside too much like the
cities, he says. “Rural industrialization combined witlaftownshipization is a valuable
way to increase farmers’ incomes,” he says, addintgtinal incomes grew faster than
urban incomes in the 1980s. “There were no protests,am sonflicts [in rural areas].
The 1980s were a golden age. The social conflicts stagtealise in the 1990s we didn’t
progress in a way that was compatible with the realin the rural areas. The
implementation of the legal system, for example—¢thisnot really work in the
countryside.”

New leftists see China’s rural woes as vindicating th&ipas they have held for a long
time. Wang Hui smiles as he explains how his journiddtkbreak the story on rural
Chinese poverty. “In 1999 Dushu printed a piece about the saflrege rural”)

problem [referring to agriculture, farmers and the courdgjsiAt that time, the
government did not even admit that the three rural prabasted, but two years later it
was on the agenda of the NPC.”

Support From the Top

In a sharp departure from the eras of Deng and Jiangs$/étsand Wen have
differentiated their leadership style with symbolic gess bound to please the left. After
Mr. Hu was appointed president in 2002, one of the firstgsldoe visited was Xibaipo in
Hebei province, the last place the Communist Party oedupefore seizing Beijing in
1949. And Mr. Wen made headlines a few months ago by viséimgefs’ homes in the
countryside of Liao-ning province on the eve of Chinese Mear, echoing his visits to
coalminers on the same day of the lunar calendar in 20@seTexpressions of solidarity
with the working class and visits to revolutionary hemtaites pay homage to the
country’s socialist past in a way that China’s leadhange not done for decades.



While this has undoubtedly helped the rising popularity ofd¢fteand the new left, many
point out that it is too early to tell whether Mr. Huly shares leftist convictions, or if his
policies and political gestures have just been motivatgadgmatism. “For the time
being he’s just maintaining the status quo, so we’ll hawgait and see what he really
believes in,” says a young woman in a leftist boalestoho asked to be identified by her
screen name, Red Star Beauty.

Others think that Mr. Hu has already shown his cadmi will stick to them. Mr. Zhang
describes the slogan “harmonious society” and Mr. Hu’ssvisicommunist heritage
sites as “a very smart way of indicating a mild breakfthe Zhu Rongji model, which
is very pro-business and very focused on the coastahgnd a very good way to
achieve some type of political identity.”

Mr. Han, the professor of literature at Peking Universiges Mr. Hu as similar to Mao
Zedong in that both are homegrown intellectuals who b#wgincareers at the grass-
roots level—Mr. Hu spent 14 years working in Gansu provincepb@hina’s poorest
areas. “Hu will be the most like Mao, compared to Dand Jiang,” he concludes.
Cynics, however, say Mr. Hu's defining characteristia lack of vision, and that his
apparent choice of political hues is simply the sadptibn for someone in his position.

Democratic Traditions?

Like Mao, the new leadership is emphasizing “democrdoythe Communist Party
context the word does not mean one person one vdateather greater mass participation
in politics. After the end of the Cultural Revolutid®»eng moved the Party away from
broad-based movements that mobilized activists. Noboggatx a return to the bad old
days of struggle sessions and Red Guard rallies. But marsydefould like to arouse
more enthusiastic involvement in implementing Partycgol

“We want to go back to the original meaning of democracyle-oy the people,” says
Prof. Wang. In practical terms, new leftists haveaaety of opinions about how this
could be achieved. Prof. Wang describes scenarios ositigpa jury of citizens by lot to
approve major policy initiatives, or participatory budgetwigereby town or village
residents have a say in allocating the municipal budget.

Others describe a democracy with a hint of sociali®®emocracy is not about procedure
only,” says Mr. Zhang. “When you talk about democracy lyave to talk about it in
substantive terms like democratic distribution of wealthdemocratic distribution of
social power.” Mr. Zhang sees this concept of demoaadyeing very different from the
Western-style democracy advocated by Chinese libetal€Hina opponents of the new
left tend to say, let’s have rule of law, let's havecebns, let’s play by the rules. That is
a partial understanding of democracy.”

Thinkers across the new left spectrum criticize Wesstyle democracy, and many say
they hope to learn from the mistakes that democratiotties have made. And by
refusing to embrace elective democracy, new leftislis\e they have the best interests



of the masses at heart. “Corrupt officials are thesovho would benefit from Western-
style democracy. In the future there is a chancethieatouveau riche could take
advantage of capitalist-style democracy,” warns Mm@so

Mr. Zhang expresses similar reservations: “The netaldfocates a sort of deeper
democracy—it has to reach the masses, instead of omifitseg the urban middle class.
Whereas the Chinese liberals have to equate democracyg wf faiv, all of which is
meant to legalize their newly gained social positions.”

Some new leftists perceive China as already moving totkarchodel of democracy they
advocate. Wang Hui points to the discussions over iityeeity Law. “Several things are
changing about the way China’s laws are being made,” & ‘$aythe past, policies
were made from inside the government, but now moreosktifpolicy initiatives] are
coming from society.” He lists a number of factors tmaisays fundamentally changed
the way society and government interact: the Inteandtbroader access to information;
more intellectuals participating in critical debate; anadnomic growth. “When social
conditions present the opportunity for such a discugsiemook place over the Property
Law], that’s a good thing.”

Despite these reassuring sentiments, contradictionsggeroa topics like human rights
and press freedom. Since Mr. Hu has come to powerdteetsds progressively tightened
its grip on journalists, and Beijing’s top universitieydaeduced the space for public
expression of opinions. The Internet continues to belyighdnitored and restricted. And
at this year’'s NPC, discussion of the Property Law a@nducted in closed meetings,
and as of the time of writing the law still had noehenade public.

Mr. Gong says that an increasingly transparent lgysl process and public involvement
in debate over legislation are signs of “progress, haushakes his head at the way the
NPC dealt with discussions of the law during the laBesigress.

“The fact that they’'ve shut down debate indicatesttiy’re trying to avoid ideological
discussion,” he says, a fact that others have linked sstdeHu and Wen'’s desire to
avoid controversy in the run-up to this October’s 17thdveti Congress of the
Communist Party of China, a once-in-five-years everitwhlamost likely herald
changes in China’s top leadership positions. Mr. Gongctctile drafting process of the
law “too secret” and said the way the NPC had gone abwasn’t right.”

New leftists have a variety of reactions to discusswipress freedom, underlining the
diversity of people to whom the label is applied. ®® more moderate side, Wang Hui
advocates ever greater space for discussion and suggédmts bxperienced firsthand
how difficult media censorship can be. “I've been aioedor 11 years. | can't use
casual language to describe this experience,” he saysm@al@nly by continuing to
express your views can you expand the space for discussion.”

Others seem less sure of where they stand, howekerWang Hui, Wang Shaoguang
also said everyone should be allowed to engage in freelspdowever when asked



directly about China’s censorship of the Internet cestgpy he gives a look that suggests
surprise. “lI have no such experience, and most of ragdd in China can use the Internet
in extremely productive ways.” And leftist hardliners gofar as to express their support
for government intervention in the press. “There isnitely control of the media,” Red
Star Beauty, a self-identified Maoist, tells me befexeusing herself to join colleagues
for takeout dinner in the back of the bookshop. “But thisecessary. It's quite different
from the U.S.—we need some guidance.”

Human rights are also not something new leftists bringenp often. “Human rights
were not part of Mao Zedong's worldview,” says Mr. Hisxthe context of a discussion
about China’s foreign policy, shortly before referrtoga book famous for its anti-
Western sentiment, China Can Say No (China Industry angh@&rce Associated Press,
1996).

The irony is that only because human rights haveawgd in China do such intellectuals
have the freedom to voice their dissatisfaction w&itovernment that has largely
succeeded in sidelining ideology. As the values of liberalisoome more strongly
entrenched, those who pine for the days of less ecorand political freedom are able
to reassert their views. Whether or not China’s leadenpathize, this poses an added
challenge to them.

The question then becomes what sort of “great tramsfoon” China is facing. In

addition to having social policies, the country now hdslaate over what they should be.
The poor masses’ demands for greater social equity &saddo demands for a real say
in how it is achieved. That is something neither the nattieaders nor the new left
would like to see.

Ms. Hook is a Princeton-in-Asia fellow at the REVIEW.



