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Since late 1978 an original dissident movement has sprung up in the main cities 
of China under the slogan Democracy and Science. This movement is still in its 
infancy, and the conditions under which it operates change from day to day. It 
is heterogeneous in composition, and it is not yet clear in which direction it will 
evolve, assuming that it is not successfully suppressed by the authorities. Here I 
set out to describe the nature and aims of this movement, beginning with an 
account of the wider political context within which it has emerged. The demo-
cratic movement in China is only one manifestation of a shifting and unstable
political conjuncture over the last two to three years. It is necessary to examine 
the nature of this conjuncture if only because the continued existence of inde-
pendent political tendencies hinges greatly on it.1 Is it justified to use the term 
‘dissident’ in connection with the Chinese democratic movement? Few of its 
supporters are openly opposed to the Party leaders around Deng Xiaoping, and 
some of the main activists in at least one of the groups associated with it are 
members of the Communist Party and the Communist Youth League.2 A lively

China’s Oppositions

59



if shortlived theoretical exchange went on between its leading thinkers 
and contributors to the more outspoken official publications. None 
of its main tendencies is anti-socialist, and only one (Wei Jing-
sheng’s Exploration) is anti-Marxist if one takes the term Marxist in its 
wider definition. In this respect at least they have little in common with 
most Soviet and Eastern European groups to which the label ‘dissident’ 
attaches. But whatever its connections, the democratic movement has 
no official status, and not all its vows of loyalty to the Party need be 
taken at face value. Lhat is more, its supporters share in common with 
dissidents in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe a belief in the superi-
ority of Democracy over Dictatorship and a tendency to understand 
those concepts abstractly, without reference to the social systems that 
underlie them. It is therefore not unreasonable to categorize it as a 
movement of dissent.

The Setting

In a recent speech to mark the thirtieth anniversary of the founding of 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the veteran leader Ye Jianying 
spoke of the Cultural Revolution and its aftermath as an ‘appalling 
catastrophe’ that ‘traumatized our Party and people.’ These sentiments 
are widely shared by Chinese of all social groups. They are a main 
reason for the present popularity of Deng Xiaoping, who was both an 
opponent and a victim of the campaigns of the late 1960s.

The Cultural Revolution was an extremely complex historical move-
ment within which many different forces sought to express themselves. 
A minority of Red Guard organizations successfully resisted the 
manipulation of the Party leaders and developed independent political
positions, but most became bogged down under the influence of 
competing groups in the Party leadership in an increasingly violent 
power struggle in which factional allegiance got the better of political 
principle. The outcome of the Cultural Revolution at the level of the 
Party leadership was the emergence of a new ruling group around 
Mao which lacked broad support, either in the country or in the 
Party, and which pursued its political aims through increasingly 
dictatorial means.

The characteristic political instrument of this new ruling group was the 
Campaign or yundong, involving the mobilization of large numbers of
people and resources to achieve the political goals of the Party leaders.3

1 Non-Chinese press sources on which this study is based (excluding those referred 
to in separate footnotes below) are articles by David Bonavia, Melinda Liu, Jerome 
Alan Cohen and Helmut Opletal in the Far Eastern Economic Review (hereafter FEER) 
for the whole of 1979; and by Jay Mathews and Fox Butterfield in the International 
Herald Tribune for late October and early November 1979. Official statements by 
Chinese Communist leaders referred to in this article can be found unless otherwise 
indicated in Beijing Review or in the Quarterly Chronicle and Documentation section 
of The China Quarterly. Some translations from Beijing unofficial journals can be 
found in the US Government series Joint Publications Research Series (hereafter 
JPRS).
2 Xu Wenli’s April Fifth Forum (Siwu luntan); see Phoenix van Kemenade-Chang, 
‘Peking-lente bloeit weer op,’ in Nieuwsnet, Amsterdam, 20 October 1979. 
3 On campaigns see F. H. Wang, ‘Behind the Criticize Lin, Criticize Confucius
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During campaigns the pressure mounted on local cadres to root out 
ever larger numbers of ‘class enemies’. The mental and physical strain 
of constant criticism, self-criticism and ‘struggle’ led to numerous 
suicides. Many innocent people suffered expulsion from their jobs,
expulsion from school, imprisonment and even execution as the scope 
of political offences broadened to include the most trivial charges. The
decade after 1966 was one of almost uninterrupted yundong. It was
undoubtedly the most destructive and divisive period in the history of
the PRC, and according to press reports is said by some Chinese to have
led to the direct or indirect political victimization of as many as 100
million people.4

The Cultural Revolution was accompanied by an alarming decline in
the norms of treatment of political offenders. Repression of political 
difference has a long history in the PRC, but many people who exper-
ienced repression in the past have reported that it was generally applied 
without vindictiveness, and in a spirit of reform.5 During the Cultural 
Revolution this changed as a result of the intensity of the factional 
confrontation, the ever growing number of ‘deviants’ uncovered and 
the lack of experience of newly recruited younger cadres. Cruelty, 
torture and even summary execution became not unknown, as even 
official sources now testify. So many deaths resulted from political 
maltreatment during this period that a new category of martyrs has 
been established to commemorate them.

The central strategic aim of the post-Mao leaders is to create the 
conditions for the overall modernization of the Chinese economy 
before the end of the century. As an integral part of this programme
they have pledged to reform the political system, starting with the 
rehabilitation of innocent victims of political campaigns and going on 
to establish a regular legal system.

Deng Xiaoping and his supporters had succeeded in rehabilitating 
several hundred central government officials even before the fall of the 
‘Gang of Four’ in late 1976. Since then tens of thousands of officials 
have returned to their posts at all levels of the administration. Rehabili-
tations and partial rehabilitations have not stopped short of some 
extremely controversial former Party leaders such as Chen Duxiu, 
Luo Zhanglong, Peng Dehuai, Wang Guangmei and, most recently, 
Liu Shaoqi. Most of them had clashed bitterly with Mao and other 
leaders before their downfall. Even veteran leaders of the Chinese 
Trotskyist movement like the 79-year-old Zheng Chaolin were freed 
in June 1979 after 27 years in prison, although there is no evidence 
that they have yet been officially rehabilitated.6

Campaign,’ in Inprecor, Brussels, no. 10, 1974; and S. L. Greenblatt, ‘Campaigns and 
the manufacture of deviance in Chinese society,’ in Amy A. Wilson et. al., Deviance 
and Social Control in Chinese Society, New York, 1977.
4 AFP, quoted in The China Quarterly, no. 78, June 1979, p. 410. The significance of 
this figure, which is almost certainly exaggerated, is that many people in China are 
clearly prepared to accept that it is true.
5 See in particular Bao Ruo-wang and R. Chelminski, Prisoner of Mao, Harmonds-
worth, 1976.
6 Zheng Chaolin was a founding member, alongside Zhou Enlai, Deng Xiaoping and
others, of the famous French section of the CCP. He has spent 34 years of his life as a
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The new government has launched a massive campaign to review the 
cases of millions of ordinary Chinese denounced, placed under super-
vision or imprisoned over the last twenty years, and has reportedly 
removed the label of ‘class enemy’ from all but a tiny handful of ‘un-
reformed landlords, rich peasants, reactionary capitalists and other 
counter-revolutionaries’. In the past to be a member, or even the 
offspring of a member, of one of the old ‘exploiting classes’ was often 
in itself sufficient to attract the charge of counter-revolutionary. This 
new measure has potentially freed tens of millions of Chinese from 
guilt by inheritance.

Huge numbers of those denounced as ‘rightists’ and now rehabilitated 
were scientists and intellectuals whose skills can play a prominent role 
in economic and scientific modernization. Among leaders and cadres of 
the Communist Party the recent wave of political rehabilitations will 
meet with minimum resistance (except perhaps from that so-called 
‘helicopter class’ which rose vertically from obscurity into top positions 
during the purges of the late 1960s). Over the past twenty years in 
China a political career has been fraught with constant danger, and no 
official could be sure that he or she would escape the next campaign. 
For such people the new moves are a welcome sign of a return to less 
destructive ways of regulating conflict in the government and the 
Party.

What of the losers in the power play of 1976? The strength of support 
for the programme of the Cultural Revolution group should not be 
overestimated. By 1976 this group had squandered much of its political
base through purges, and its political proposals won it little backing in 
the wider society.7 According to Hua Guofeng not a shot was fired and 
not a drop of blood was spilt during the crushing of the ‘Gang of 
Four’ in October 1976 and ‘there was no trouble at all, no major, 
medium, or even minor disturbances’. This picture is borne out in the 
main by other sources, although after October 1976 there were scat-
tered reports of fighting in Fujian in Southeast China. This lack of 
resistance to the October coup is surprising if only because the Cultural 
Revolution group put much energy into building a mass base in the 
militia (which by 1976 was some 100 million strong) during its last 
years in power. The militia’s failure to respond to the events of October 
1976 is the surest sign of the isolation of the ‘Gang of Four’ from 
Chinese society. In 1977 and 1978 a small number of executions has 
been reported (carried out according to foreign eyewitnesses in a 
‘carnival-like’ atmosphere) of ‘unrepentant followers of the Gang who 
had struggled by force rather than by persuasion’ and who were 
generally arraigned on criminal charges such as murder, and the call 
has gone out for the ‘smashing of the Gang’s bourgeois factional 
network’. Among those arrested and punished have been student 
leaders who first rose to prominence in the Cultural Revolution,

political prisoner, first as a ‘dangerous revolutionary’ under the Kuomintang and 
then as a ‘counter-revolutionary’ under the Communists. For more information on
Zheng see my articles in The Guardian, London, 9 November 1977, and in Inter-
continental Press, New York, vol. 17, no. 35, 1 October 1979.
7 See my article ‘The factional struggle in the Chinese Communist Party’ in Critique:
A Journal of Soviet Studies and Socialist Theory, Glasgow, no. 8, summer 1977.
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including some like Nie Yuanzi and Kuai Dafu who had already been 
purged once under the ‘Gang’. These people have now disappeared 
into the prisons and labour camps. They are political prisoners and 
their present treatment is unconscionable, even though the regime that 
they supported imprisoned far more people than the present one, and 
often on far flimsier charges. Indications are that the emphasis in the 
campaign against ‘Gang’ supporters soon swung from struggle to 
education. The 1978 joint New Year’s Day editorial called for a 
‘narrowing of the target’ and added: ‘Anyone who can be won over 
through education should not be pushed aside.’

In 1978 the Fifth National People’s Congress adopted a new Constitu-
tion which included provisions for a new legal system. This move 
corresponded to a mood of deep popular dissatisfaction with the 
system of law as it had emerged from the Cultural Revolution. Turbu-
lent mass campaigns and ad hoc mass surveillance units had taken over 
many of the functions of social control. Legal procedures were no 
longer strictly defined and sanctions other than those administered by 
the courts were applied to political offenders. The judicial system was 
closely supervised by the Party. Political trials were held largely in 
camera, except for a few show-trials staged as mass propaganda 
exercises.8

The new Constitution revived the procuratorate (which is responsible 
for reviewing cases, approving arrests and ensuring that all citizens and 
institutions—including Public Security—obey the law) and laid down 
procedures for the conduct of arrests and trials. The government 
announced a series of newly revised laws and the Party appeared to 
reassert the principle of judicial independence from the political 
authorities.

The new legal system is crucial for two main reasons to the success of 
Deng’s government. First, a complex industrial economy of the sort 
that Deng envisages for China requires conditions of stability and 
regularity. In Deng’s view systematic laws and regulations, and bodies 
for interpreting and protecting them, are the best guarantee of such 
conditions. This is certainly true if China is to attract foreign invest-
ment on a large scale. It was no accident that of the various laws
announced in 1979 the only one to be put into immediate effect was that
governing foreign investment. Second, the frequent pronouncements 
of the new leaders on socialist legality have roused expectations among 
ordinary Chinese of a truly independent judiciary, acting according to 
fixed and stated principles, from which they might seek protection 
against the arbitrary exercise of state power. Without such protection 
they will never ‘say all they know and say it without reserve,’ as 
Deng (following Mao) has urged them to do, just as local officials will 
never mend their ways or lay the basis for a modern administration 
based on rational standards unless there are effective legal checks on 
their behaviour.

The new leaders have insisted that without ‘socialist democracy’ there

8 For further details see the Amnesty International Report Political Imprisonment in 
the People’s Republic of China, London, 1978.

63



can be no modernization. Socialist democracy is officially interpreted to 
mean the guaranteeing of democratic rights within the framework of 
overall Party control. Some relaxation is seen as an indispensable 
condition for ‘emancipating the mind,’ and thus for promoting scien-
tific and technological progress. But its limits have been revealed in 
proposals to withdraw rights enshrined in the Constitution, such as 
that of putting up wall-posters, and in specific acts of repression.

The Chinese Communists have traditionally viewed democracy as a 
disposable instrument for achieving more basic goals such as the 
reinvigoration of the Party or an improvement in the economy, rather 
than as a positive end in itself. There are elements of similar thinking 
behind the present stress on political reform. But Deng Xiaoping 
and his supporters favour some measure of relaxation and legality 
not simply because it will assist the Four Modernizations. They also 
have strong personal reasons for opposing extreme forms of dictator-
ship. Between 1966 and 1976 many dozens of top leaders and hundreds
of thousands of Communist officials personally suffered injustice, 
humiliation and physical maltreatment at the hands of their political 
enemies. They have no interest in repeating that experience. At the 
same time they have come under tremendous pressure from the 
Chinese masses, who have vociferously raised their own demands for 
more democracy.

In its formative period the CCP had little experience of democratic 
organization. Its internal life was extremely centralist as a result both of 
Stalinist influences and of the translation of military mores to the politi-
cal field in a revolution that was predominantly military almost from 
the start. Such a heritage is not conducive to the flourishing of demo-
cratic forms. The present leaders have hard-won positions and material 
interests to defend. Why should they risk turbulence and contestation?

But many of the men and women who returned to office at national, 
provincial and local levels after Mao’s death had fought for the revo-
lution in the thirties and forties and had stubbornly resisted what they 
considered to be the excesses of the Maoists in the 1960s, at great 
personal risk to themselves and their families. Here the comparison 
with the Soviet Union after Stalin is instructive. Stalin destroyed the 
revolutionary leadership of the Bolshevik Party through repeated 
purges and assassinations. Those who came to power after his death 
were in the main career bureaucrats who had had no trouble in acting 
out the role of loyal Stalinists while the Great Leader was still alive. 
Mao, however, did not make a practice of executing his defeated rivals, 
so that after his death a whole layer of experienced leaders were able to 
return to office. These leaders are unlikely to question the ultimate 
foundations of their own rule, but some of them have been prepared 
to tolerate a certain rethinking of fundamental questions such as the 
relationship between democracy and socialism, and the fruits of this 
rethinking have appeared in the pages of the theoretical journals of the 
PRC.9 The few hundred activists in the unofficial movement could be

9 Among the more outspoken of the official journals was Zhexue Yanjiu (Studies in 
Philosophy), which each month publishes up to 100 pp. of closely argued theoretical 
texts and has a circulation of nearly ¼ million. Arguments first advanced in such
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eliminated tomorrow if they were not connected with hundreds of 
thousands of officials, managers, workers, teachers and others who 
represent the democratic tendency in the official world, and who are 
deeply questioning and doubting Maoist methods and values. The 
main threat to the trend towards political relaxation has been the 
possibility that China will permanently adopt a more aggressive 
military role on her Asian borders. Heightened military mobilization 
would inevitably express itself in China’s domestic politics in terms 
of increasing secrecy, discipline and regimentation.

Treatment of Defeated Leaders in the CCP

Reports of a forthcoming show-trial of the ‘Gang of Four’ suggest 
ominous parallels with the Soviet Union under Stalin, and are at first 
sight in contradiction both with the CCP’s traditional leniency towards 
its defeated leaders and with the present liberal mood in China. During 
the early rural phase of the revolution discredited leaders continued to 
occupy important positions in the Party even after their political 
defeat. This was partly because the lines they represented had been 
imposed on them from Moscow. They owed their positions largely to 
the Comintern’s intervention and lacked stable differentiated con-
stituencies in the Chinese movement, so that the leadership struggle 
rarely reached the same pitch of intensity as in the Soviet Union. But 
bloody purges were by no means unknown in the early period of the 
revolution. During the 1930 Futian Incident Mao Zedong killed large 
numbers of his political opponents. In 1934, on the eve of the Long 
March, the Party carried out a sustained and brutal purge of its 
members.10

By 1937 Mao had on his own confession come to regret the factional 
violence in Jiangxi, and Stalin’s show-trials in the Soviet Union had 
shocked and sobered him.11 During and after the Long March Mao had 
established a firm grip on the Party leadership, so that by the early 
1940s he could afford to treat his defeated rival Wang Ming with some 
magnanimity. That Wang had returned to China from Moscow in late 
1937 as Stalin’s plenipotentiary naturally strengthened his immunity to 
retaliations by the Maoists. But there is no evidence to show that Mao’s 
magnanimity extended to the toleration of genuine discussion in 
leading Party bodies in which his opponents could participate on 
equal terms. On the contrary, he and his supporters concentrated ever 
greater powers in their hands during the war against Japan, culminating
in 1945 in the official inauguration of the Mao cult.12

Of the eleven ‘line struggles’ which orthodox Maoists have identified in

journals have been taken up and further developed by theoreticians of the 
unofficial movement.
10 Further references can be found in Patricia E. Griffin, The Chinese Communist 
Treatment of Counter-revolutionaries, 1924–1949, Princeton, 1976.
11 Chang Kuo-t’ao reports Mao’s comments in his The Rise of the Chinese Communist 
Party, 1928–1938, Kansas University Press, 1972, pp. 569–571.
12 Where Communists of a truly independent outlook crossed Mao by challenging 
his views—for example Wang Shiwei, whose 1942 writings (see NLR 92) mark him 
out as the father of the Chinese democratic movement—they faced show trials and 
even execution.
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Party history, five date from after 1949. An analysis of them shows 
first that, under the PRC, defeated leaders have no longer been allowed 
to continue to fulfil political functions, and second that the leadership 
struggle has been fought with increasing ruthlessness and violence, 
culminating in the ten-year imprisonment without trial and alleged 
torture of Wang Guangmei after 1966 and the violent death of Lin 
Biao, under circumstances which remain to be clarified and amid 
reports of moves towards a military confrontation, in 1971. In the 
context of this escalation of factionally inspired violence the proposed 
public trial of the ‘Gang of Four’ would in principle be an advance. 
There is a clear feeling among the Chinese public that the ‘Gang’ should 
be brought to public account. But unfortunately there is no chance that 
they will get a fair trial. All the standard smears have been made 
against them, including sexist smears against Jiang Qing and the 
slander against Zhang Chunquiao that he has been involved in ‘counter-
revolutionary activities for 40 years’. Hua Guofeng has stated that his 
government ‘will not deal with the Gang of Four in the way they 
treated others. We will not sentence them to death’. One can only 
welcome his promise of leniency towards them. But it is a bad omen 
for the future of the legal system that he has not the slightest scruple 
about announcing their sentence in advance of their trial.

Since Mao’s death there have been steps to rehabilitate no less than 
eight of the main losers in the eleven ‘line struggles.’ The role of Chen 
Duxiu as a major figure in the early history of the Party and as the 
author in 1919 of the slogan Science and Democracy (nowadays aptly 
transposed into Democracy and Science) has once again been recog-
nized, although needless to say the reversal of the verdict on him does 
not extend to the period of his conversion to Trotskyism. The veteran 
revolutionary Luo Zhanglong, who clashed with Mao in the early 
1930s and tried to set up a rival Central Committee, has been appointed 
to advise on Party history. Peng Dehuai, who criticised the Great 
Leap Forward (and by implication Mao) in 1959, has been post-
humously praised. Wang Guangmei has been appointed to a leading
council of the state. These and other rehabilitations imply that the 
present leaders reject the theory of an eternal struggle between the 
‘correct’ and the ‘incorrect’ line, and have decided to develop a more 
collective and democratic style of leadership.

Protest and Dissent

In China, unlike in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, the majority 
of dissidents are workers, although the unofficial groups have also 
recruited a small number of teachers and students. They identify 
with the workers and peasants’ cause and vehemently reject all forms of 
elitism.

There are special factors in the structure of Chinese society that help 
to explain the predominantly worker background of the Chinese 
dissident movement. China is an economically backward country in 
which the proletariat makes up only a small minority of the total 
population. Over the past ten years in particular many millions of 
town-dwellers and educated youth have been transferred to the villages
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as part of the xiafang or ‘Down to the countryside’ movement, some-
times as a punishment for political activities but more often as part of a 
massive campaign to reduce the growing population pressure on the 
cities. Those who stayed behind are a comparatively privileged 
minority. Factory work in China has high social status, and press 
reports show that it is not uncommon for cadres to seek ‘backdoor 
entry’ to factory jobs for their children, particularly when much formal 
education ceased for several years as a result of the Cultural Revolution. 
Therefore proportionately more young people well informed through 
family connections about political struggles at the highest level are 
employed in urban industry in China than is the case in the Soviet 
Union and Eastern Europe. It is partly from among these offspring of 
influential Party officials and army officers that leaders of the democratic
movement (for example Xu Wenli of April Fifth Forum) are drawn. 
Others, like Yang Guang of the journal Exploration, are the children of 
foreign-educated scientists and technologists. (Yang Guang testified in 
favour of the prosecution at the recent trial of his old political co-
thinker Wei Jingsheng, according to People’s Daily, after ‘patient 
education by security personnel’.) On the original social background of 
the broader movement it is impossible to comment with any degree of 
confidence, although foreign press reports claim that young workers 
and returned xiafang youth predominate in it. Even democratic move-
ment activists from well-off backgrounds are said to distance them-
selves from their origins and to affect patched clothes of coarse 
peasant-style cloth.

The majority of Chinese democratic movement activists are in their 
thirties, and the Cultural Revolution had a formative influence on their 
lives. This influence was by no means entirely negative. In analyzing the 
Cultural Revolution it is necessary to draw a distinction between the 
spontaneously anti-bureaucratic impulses that initially inspired it and 
its later bureaucratic manipulation from above. Wei Jingsheng, the 
recently gaoled dissident leader, also maintains this distinction. He 
wrote for example that it is wrong to refer to the Cultural Revolution 
‘as having started from the encouragement (from above) of Red 
Guards to rebel. I joined the Red Guards (in April 1966). I know 
exactly why they rebelled—not because Mao encouraged them, but 
because they were indignant at seeing all the inequalities and irregu-
larities in society and in school. That Mao later used them by giving 
them full support so as to achieve his personal aims is another story.’13

The Cultural Revolution taught the Red Guards the value of ‘linking up
to exchange revolutionary experiences’—a lesson which today’s 
democratic movement has put to good effect. It initiated them in the 
techniques of mimeography and primitive publishing. It created a 
political culture in which ‘it is justified to rebel’ and to contest auth-
ority, although in the long run Party leaders manipulated this rebellion to
their own narrow advantage. With the schools and universities shut 
down, some independent-minded Red Guard leaders began to think 
through questions for themselves, and graduated from the simple

13 The article from which this passage is drawn is extracted by Melinda Liu in FEER, 2
November 1979.
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catechisms of the Little Red Book to more complex theoretical prob-
lems and to the writings of Marx, Engels and Lenin. In September 
1967 Jiang Qing, a main leader of the Cultural Revolution group, 
announced a clampdown on the Red Guard movement. Subsequently 
many of its leaders were branded as criminals and punished with 
rustication, imprisonment and even execution. The betrayed youths 
reacted in various ways to this experience. Some retreated into cynicism 
or apathy. Others cultivated a melancholic romanticism best exem-
plified by the currently popular ‘new wave’ literature or ‘literature 
of the wounded,’14 with its themes of tragedy, betrayal and sacrifice. 
But a minority of activists persisted with the political critique of 
bureaucracy that they had begun during the Cultural Revolution, 
although they now concentrated their energies at the theoretical 
rather than at the practical level. This critique combined elements 
from many sources, not excluding criticisms and proposals originally 
raised by the Mao group. It was mainly on the basis of this critique 
that the present democratic movement formed.

Returned xiafang youth are a second category of protesters in the 
Chinese cities. The conditions of the millions of young people trans-
ferred to the villages are often harsh, and many of them believe that the
procedures by which they were selected for rustication were arbitrary 
or discriminative. Since the fall of the ‘Gang of Four’ the government 
has taken limited steps to improve the conditions of xiafang youth and 
has even allowed some to return home. The effect has been to set in 
motion a mass influx of such youth into Beijing, Shanghai and other 
cities, where they petition for relocation to urban areas. This is known 
popularly as the shangfang or ‘Up to petition’ movement. In many 
cities these petitioners have staged big demonstrations and even rioted.
These youth are joined in the cities by peasants who have come to 
demand redress of wrongs committed against them by officials or a 
reversal of verdicts passed against them during the Cultural Revolution. 
According to a Beijing wall-poster written by one Zhang Xifeng, an 
agricultural worker from Shanxi, at one point there were 100,000 such 
shangfang ‘refugees’ sleeping out in the streets of the capital and reduced
to begging, theft and prostitution. Zhang writes that these people are 
harassed, beaten and occasionally rounded up and interned by the city 
authorities.15 The peasant shangfang petitioners mostly lack the political
sophistication to articulate their discontent and, above all, lack organ-
ization.

The democratic movement activists in China are under no illusion 
about their strength. They frankly recognize that they owe their 
freedom to publish and organize solely to the benign paternalism of a 
section of the Party leadership. The main factor behind the downfall of 
the ‘Gang of Four’ was the mass movement that broke out in Beijing’s 
Tiananmen Square and in other cities of China in April 1976. Forces 
now represented by the democratic movement were an important 
constituent of April Fifth. But for the time being the broader social and 
political layers represented in that movement have withdrawn from

14 Discussed by Bennett Lee in his introduction to Lu Xinhua et. al., The Wounded. 
New Stories of the Cultural Revolution, ’77–’78, London: Guanghwa Company, 1979. 
15 Zhang Xifeng’s wall-poster is quoted in FEER, 19 October 1979.
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active political roles and are prepared to entrust the affairs of state to 
the new government. Some see the latter as a direct outcome and a 
guarantee of the 1976 political ferment. Others support Deng because
the present alternatives look worse, and because they fear to rock the 
boat when it is changing course and all sorts of perils, especially 
economic ones,, lie ahead. Nor should one conclude from the fact that 
most dissidents are workers that the democratic movement has a 
proletarian base. The movement’s activists are entirely exceptional in 
their level of culture and political understanding, and there is no 
evidence that their colleagues and work-mates identify with them in 
large numbers (although many certainly passively sympathize with 
them to varying degrees).

The print-run of most unofficial publications rarely exceeds a few 
hundred. The journal Mass Reference News is reported to print 20,000
copies per issue, but if true this is exceptional. The 700-foot long 
Democracy Wall in the Xidan district of Beijing attracted wide public-
ity. But wall-posters had many drawbacks from the point of view of
democratic movement activists. They preferred to publish their ideas in 
mimeographed journals, through which they could express themselves 
at greater length and disseminate their thoughts more widely, including
in cities other than Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, and if necessary
more discreetly (although in Beijing itself the best way to get such 
journals read was by pasting them up as wall-posters). The authorities 
permitted big-character posters and Democratic Walls for a time 
because they are more visible and thus easier to control. They always 
refused to approve requests for official recognition from demo-
cratic movement publications, the legal status of which therefore 
remained vulnerable (although the Constitution in theory guarantees 
freedom of the press). Publishers of unofficial journals have great 
difficulty in acquiring paper and printing ink, and in getting access to 
duplicating facilities.

Rather deep political differences divide some of the main dissident 
groups, but this has not stopped them from linking up to protest 
against arrests of activists or from maintaining contact with groups 
throughout China for the purposes of discussion. For as long as they 
fail to establish. firm links to broader social bases their main strength 
will continue to lie in their mutual solidarity, their courage and their 
spirit of self-sacrifice.

Over the past year the articulate but numerically weak democratic 
movement has sought to establish precisely such links with the numer-
ous but mainly unorganized shangfang petitioners. The authorities are in 
no position to put a quick end to the political and social grievances of 
the shangfang masses. Not only are there too many of them, but their 
problems mainly originate at local level, to which the new liberal 
norms have often barely penetrated. The Beijing authorities have tried 
to deal with them by ordering them to take their grievances back to 
local level. But as the agricultural worker Zhang commented in his 
wall-poster: ‘What sense does it make to hand over a petition to the 
very person who is being accused of misdeeds?’
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Among the notices posted on Democracy Wall were many written by 
peasants expressing personal grievances. Dissidents have incorporated 
such notices into their publications in order to give them a wider 
airing, and as illustrations of bureaucratic tyranny or social injustice. 
Some activists have organized and led demonstrations of poor peasants 
and other petitioners in front of the government buildings at Zhong-
nanhai.

The best known case is that of Fu Yuehua, a municipal worker in 
Beijing who was arrested sometime in early 1979. At her trial in Octo-
ber she put up such a spirited performance that her audience, hand-
picked in advance, several times interrupted the proceedings to applaud 
her. When the judge accused her of having led a demonstration on the 
grounds that she had marched in front of it she replied: ‘If I had been 
in the back you would have said that I controlled it from behind a screen 
and if I was in the middle you would have said that I was in the main-
stream.’ Fu Yuehua is also charged with having falsely accused her 
former Party boss of raping her. According to her family this rape 
caused her to have a mental breakdown as a result of which she lost her 
job. This second charge against Fu is undoubtedly a sexist smear, as Fu 
proved in court by describing the body of her attacker in intimate 
detail. Fu’s trial was adjourned without explanation, probably because 
the prosecution felt undermined by her determined defence and by the 
incredulous reactions of the spectators. The Beijing court waited more 
than two months before announcing that she had been sentenced to 
two years in gaol for ‘violating public order’.

In post-Mao China wronged and aggrieved citizens are a class number-
ing many millions. If democratic movement activists succeed in giving 
them shape and direction they could become a new and convulsive 
force in Chinese politics, and destroy the narrow framework within 
which the Party leaders are trying to hold the remaining moves of lib-
eralization. But the Party leaders are not unaware of that danger. It was 
for that very reason that Fu Yuehua—a woman said to have a ‘natural 
empathy for the poor’16 and a saint-like spirit of self-sacrifice—was 
singled out for a show trial alongside the dissident leader Wei 
Jingsheng.

To complete this picture of the sources of protest and dissent in 
contemporary China I will briefly mention two other groups: the 
students and the cultural non-conformists.

Students were the main force in the Red Guard movement of the 
Cultural Revolution. In the years following the reopening of the uni-
versities in the early 1970s students were educated according to the 
norms and standards of the Mao group, and after 1976 were poorly 
suited to the goals of the new pragmatic leaders, with their emphasis 
on scientific and technical specialization. These students displayed no 
great enthusiasm for the programme of the new government, although 
there is little evidence that they actually opposed the changes at the top 
after Mao’s death. As for the classes of students recruited since 1976,
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most can be expected to identify with the goals of the new leaders, 
particularly since they are destined to play a special role in the achieve-
ment of those goals. It is therefore not entirely surprising that students 
have not so far played a prominent role in the current political struggles 
and debates. But there are already signs that this is beginning to change.
In October 1979 several thousand Beijing students staged a strike 
and demonstration against the continuing occupation of parts of their 
campus by an army artillery unit which first moved onto it during the 
Cultural Revolution. The students raised slogans which went well 
beyond the specific issue at hand. They called for an end to ‘special 
privileges’ for the army and declared that ‘The university is not a 
barracks.’ In November there were western press reports that a student 
leader who helped organize the strike had been expelled and that the 
soldiers had still not moved.

Cultural non-conformism is an indispensable part of the present politi-
cal ferment in China. Under the ‘Gang of Four’ cultural life was run
almost entirely by bureaucrats, and it was correspondingly bleak, drab 
and soulless. The Beijing journal Enlightenment paints a gruesome picture
of cultural and spiritual repression after the Cultural Revolution: 
‘. . . . in this mental war, people became physically tense to the point of 
convulsion. . . Their mouths lost the social function of exchanging 
ideas and feelings and became a mere orifice for taking in food and 
breathing air. . . The painter’s canvas turned to rags and the paint 
solidified. In this horrible and cruel war ballet dancers’ legs were 
crippled, violinists lost their fingers, vocalists dared not open their 
mouths, young girls did not visit stores to buy colourful materials for 
making skirts, and lovers did not dare walk in pairs.’17 Since 1976 the 
new government has considerably relaxed its cultural policy. The little 
freedoms—dank glasses, bellbottom trousers, women with permed and 
even tinted hair—are evident on the Chinese streets. Many unofficial 
groups are deeply involved in experimentation with new literary and 
artistic forms, and most unofficial journals print poems and short 
stories alongside their political statements and reports. Painters in 
Beijing staged a happening under the daring slogan ‘Celebrate in 
disorder the end to disorder’ and mounted an exhibition of ‘degenerate’ 
paintings which was broken up by the police. In October 1979 hundreds
of poets met in public to express their support for the gaoled leader 
Wei Jingsheng. Despite some recent evidence of a renewed clampdown 
by the authorities, many cultural leaders clearly approve of this 
blossoming of new forms. ‘New wave literature’ is regularly published 
in official literary journals. Curators of the Museum of Arts took 
paintings from the unofficial art exhibition into safe keeping during the 
police action against the dissident painters.

Unofficial journals have also begun to take an interest in environmental 
issues, and have protested against smog pollution in Beijing and the 
pulling down of ‘historical landmarks and cultural objects.’

Finally, calls for freer sexual relations were reported from Demo-
cracy Wall. In the past, PRC governments have followed a policy of

17 Enlightenment (Qimeng) no. 2, 24 November 1979 (JPRS 73215).
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rather severe sexual repression, mainly on the grounds that in China 
sexual freedom would lead in practice to the exploitation of women. 
After the Cultural Revolution the increasing regimentation of the 
population and the tendency for some husbands and wives to be 
assigned to work in different parts of China added to the air of sexual 
puritanism. In the current more relaxed mood it is likely that themes of 
sexual liberation will become more prominent among non-conformist 
youth.

‘Li Yi Zhe’

In the following Section I will introduce three of the more prominent 
democratic movement groups, and outline some of their views and 
beliefs.

The Li Yi Zhe group is so called after the ex-Red Guard leaders Li 
Zhengtian, Chen Yiyang and Wang Xizhe, who, together with a fourth 
person, displayed a controversial wall-poster in Guangzhou in 1974.18

This poster, which circulated throughout China in mimeographed 
form, deepened the themes of the official campaign to criticize Lin 
Biao into a call for the overthrow of the entire system of which Lin 
Biao was a mere symptom. It made veiled attacks on Jiang Qing and 
her supporters (the ‘Gang of Four’), and called for socialist democracy, 
a socialist legal system and protection of the people’s revolutionary and 
human rights. For a while the authors of this poster were able to escape 
outright repression because they enjoyed the protection of co-thinkers 
of Deng Xiaoping in the Guangdong provincial leadership. But 
although they were not imprisoned, they were subjected to a campaign 
of intense criticism and eventually placed under ‘mass surveillance’. It 
was not until March 1977, several months after the October coup, that 
they were formally charged. With supreme irony they were accused of 
being followers of the ‘Gang’, as well as of having links with Taiwan 
and with the Trotskyists in Hongkong. Under the ‘Gang’ they were 
labelled merely as ‘reactionaries’; now they were charged with being 
‘counter-revolutionaries.’ After their trial they ended up in labour 
camps. At least one of their number (Li Zhengtian) is known to have 
been sentenced to life imprisonment. In 1978 the unofficial press in 
China began a campaign for Li Yi Zhe’s release, and Amnesty Inter-
national adopted the three as Prisoners of Conscience. Also in 1978
the new Constitution was promulgated, embodying many of the 
proposals made by Li Yi Zhe while the ‘Gang of Four’ was still 
at its peak. But it was not until February of the following year that 
the three were finally released and rehabilitated. Their arrest and im-
prisonment in 1977 were almost certainly on provincial rather than on 
national initiative. In early 1979 the Guangdong provincial authorities 
carried out self-criticism on account of their handling of the Li Yi 
Zhe group. The events surrounding this case are a good illustration of 
the problems facing the central leaders in their efforts to push through
a more liberal policy in the teeth of opposition at lower levels of the
administration.

18 See Appendix V to the Amnesty International Report; Beijing Spring (Beijing zhi 
chun) no. 2, 27 January 1979 (JPRS 73728); and Peter Schier, ‘Der Fall Li Yi Zhe,’ in 
China aktuell, Hamburg, April 1979.
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Since their release these veterans of the democratic movement have 
continued to engage in independent theoretical research. One of them, 
Wang Xizhe, has published his views, which he describes as a further 
refinement of the 1974 poster, in the Guangzhou unofficial journal 
Voice of the People under the title ‘Struggle for the class dictatorship 
of the proletariat.’19 This impressive document develops a sustained, 
and theoretically original, critique of post-capitalist society. Its argu-
ment can be summarized as follows: After the proletariat has seized 
power in an economically backward country it is confronted with two 
choices. Either it can close its doors to the outside world and retreat 
into a regime of ‘feudal socialism’; or it can enter the world system and 
become a ‘large-scale cooperative factory’—a ‘bourgeois state without 
a bourgeoisie’—producing goods for a capitalist-dominated world 
market. Given the huge size of this ‘cooperative factory’ and the 
workers’ low cultural level, the administration of the economy is 
carried out not by the workers but by their vanguard, organized in the 
Communist Party. There are two possible courses along which such a 
state can subsequently evolve. Either the workers’ cultural level will 
rise so that they can gradually be drawn into the tasks of state admini-
stration; or the workers’ vanguard will ‘become alienated into some-
thing opposed to the proletariat,’ i.e. a dictatorship of ‘Communist
bureaucrats’. The social basis for such a dictatorship still exists in 
China. The Four were a product of social conditions and not the cause 
of them.

Wang shares in common with other dissident theoreticians and with 
student leaders of the 1957 Hundred Flowers period a naively idealized 
picture of Yugoslavia. But what is fresh and original about his analysis 
is that it discusses the relationship between socialism, democracy and 
dictatorship within the broader world context. It concludes that 
‘socialism is not realizable in isolation, especially not in an economically 
backward country.’

In spite of his radical theoretical innovations, Wang belongs to the 
moderate wing of the democracy movement where questions of day-to-
day political work are concerned. He continued to describe Deng
Xiaoping as a ‘great proletarian revolutionary’ even after the latter had 
criticized the dissidents in March 1979. He also said: ‘Some people are 
carrying out the democratic movement too hastily. Some restrictions 
must be placed on their words and deeds. However, this is not the 
main tendency. The main tendency is that conservative forces inside the 
Party are currently adopting various measures that suppress the people’s 
democracy.’20

‘Beijing Spring’

This journal is fairly typical of a current in the democratic movement 
that strongly reflects the positions of the liberalizing faction in the 
Party leadership. Its declared political position is that it ‘takes Marxism–

19 People’s Voice (Renmin zhi sheng) no. 8, July 1979. This article was reprinted in 
the Hongkong left-wing journal Qishiniandai (Seventies Monthly), and an English 
translation appears in NLR 121.
20 Quoted in Dongxiang (Trends), Hongkong, 16 April 1979 (JPRS 73381).
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Leninism as the guide, supports the CCP, adheres to the socialist path, 
and follows Mao Zedong’s policy of a hundred flowers blossoming and 
a hundred schools of thought contending.’21 It carried numerous 
articles criticizing the old guard in the Party, praising newly rehabili-
tated leaders and pressing for a review of the case of Liu Shaoqi, 
Deng’s main co-thinker in the Party in the early 1960s. At least until 
the crackdown of late 1979 its role was similar in some ways to that of 
the pro-Deng left-wing press in Hongkong. It acted as an outrider for 
the Deng group, at a time when that group wished to extend further 
the measures of relaxation.

Like other unofficial journals, Beijing Spring offers detailed proposals for 
the adjustment of the political system in the direction of greater 
democracy. These proposals are phrased in radical Marxist terms, but 
in reality they are simply a restatement of the positions of the liberal-
izing faction in the leadership. For example, it proposes the Paris 
Commune as a model for democracy, but goes on to argue that the two 
main features of the commune system—replacement of the standing 
army by a militia, and replacement of bureaucracy by democracy—are 
inappropriate in China at present because of the existence of imperial-
ism. If the commune were immediately established, it would lead to 
anarchy. Under Hua Guofeng’s leadership, however, it will be possible 
to abolish the present system in a gradual way, while guarding against 
interference from ‘left’ ultrademocratic tendencies. The first step would 
be to call for the democratic election of workers’ committees in ‘grass-
roots’ units of industry and for an end to direct Party leadership over 
them (while retaining Party leadership at middle and upper levels).22

But this proposal was first made by Deng in a speech to the Ninth 
China Trade Union Congress in late 1978. Deng’s main concern was 
economic rather than political: to eliminate ‘the present widespread 
phenomenon of no one accepting responsibility and organizing 
production in a normal and orderly fashion’.

Thus Beijing Spring has acted not so much as a journal of dissent as an 
extra-Party vehicle for the views of the Deng faction in the Party 
leadership, although it presents those views in libertarian Marxist terms 
and seems to be accepted as part of the democratic movement. After 
the back-tracking of October and November 1979, however, it 
adopted positions critical of the Party leaders.

‘Exploration’

Exploration, or Tansuo, is the journal which the dissident leader Wei 
Jingsheng edited until his arrest in late March 1979. Like most other 
activists, Wei has a background in the Red Guards. He was a soldier 
between 1969 and 1973, after which he worked at Beijing Zoo as an 
electrician. Wei’s basic contention is that ‘the hated old political 
system has not changed’ despite the change of leaders. The most 
comprehensive statement of his political and philosophical views is his 
‘The Fifth Modernization—Democracy,’ published in Exploration nos.

21 Beijing Spring no. 1, 9 January 1978 (JPRS 73728).
22 Beijing Spring nos. 1 and 2, 9 and 27 January 1979 (JPRS 73421).



1 and 2 in December 1978 and January 1979.23

Wei’s basic criticism of the PRC system is that it is a form of total-
itarianism which ‘regards suppression of individuality as its basic 
condition of survival.’ Such a system is essentially unnatural since 
‘people’s individuality enjoys priority over their sociality, although 
both individuality and sociality are important constituents of human 
nature.’ A system which suppresses individuality cannot therefore be 
truly collective. In it individuality and collectivism take the monstrous 
form of ‘autocratic individualism and small group mentality.’ Accord-
ing to Wei the source of socialist totalitarianism is the philosophy of 
Marx, which is a ‘direct inheritance from feudal philosophy at its peak—
Classical German Philosophy.’ The most complete embodiment of 
democracy, understood in the sense of individuality harmonized into 
society, is western bourgeois democracy. The United States in parti-
cular is the best proof that ‘democracy has always brought along with it 
the most favourable conditions for social development’.

Like Wang Xizhe, Wei sees the way out for China in a Yugoslavia-type 
system of people’s management. Wei views Marxism as a main source 
of the ‘poisoning’ of China. But he still believes in socialism, which he 
sees as ‘essentially inclined towards democracy’. He seeks his inspira-
tion from pre-socialist movements which he considers were ‘linked 
with democratic movements and directly concerned with people’s quest 
for happiness’.

Wei Jingsheng is the most right-wing of the better-known democratic 
movement activists. Few other dissidents share his views on Marxism, 
although more share his views on bourgeois democracy. Even Wei’s 
successor as acting editor of Exploration, Lu Lin, appears to favour a 
return to the ‘sources of genuine Marxism, or Marxism itself,’ although 
Lu too rejects what he sees as the ‘false Marxism of Mao.’24 On bour-
geois democracy, it is not uncommon to find the most effusive adulation 
of the United States in democratic movement publications, although 
more balanced views have appeared in some journals.25 Years of isola-
tion from the rest of the world have led to a situation in which even 
many highly educated and politically aware Chinese have a very 
undifferentiated view of western bourgeois society, and no real under-
standing of its inequalities of wealth and power. With the exception of 
Wang Xizhe few contributors to the unofficial press seem interested in 
analysing the nature of imperialism as a world system.

The Turn to Repression

The signal for the first main clampdown on the democratic movement 
was a speech by Deng Xiaoping on 16 March 1979 setting narrower 
limits to the political ferment. Deng’s speech was followed by warnings 
in the press and by public notices forbidding disturbances and ‘counter-
revolutionary activities.’ On 25 March a special edition of Exploration
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appeared on the streets criticizing Deng for wanting to suppress the 
democratic movement and calling for vigilance in the face of his 
‘metamorphosis into a dictator.’26 A few days later a number of dissi-
dent leaders were arrested, among them Exploration’s editor Wei 
Jingsheng. It was at this point that the Party promulgated its ‘four 
fundamental principles’ as a basis for maintaining social order: 
adherence to the socialist road, the dictatorship of the proletariat, the 
leadership of the Communist Party and Marxism-Leninism-Mao 
Zedong Thought. The western press has understandably focussed on 
the more visible victims of this repression. But there are reliable reports 
that the net was cast rather widely, with as many as 2,000 arrests in 
Beijing and Shanghai.27 One reason for the timing of this clampdown 
was the military situation on the border with Vietnam. The ferment 
among shangfang petitioners in Beijing and the growing boldness of the 
democratic movement threatened to combine in a new wave of unrest 
and disorder. This was the eve of April Fifth. Mass disturbances in 
Tiananmen Square on the anniversary of the 1976 demonstrations 
would have made nonsense of the Chinese leaders’ efforts to portray 
the image of a nation united behind its army.

The effect of Deng’s speech and the subsequent arrests was to dampen 
down the democratic movement. It was not for some time that big-
character posters reappeared on the walls in significant numbers, and 
not until May and June that the unofficial journals returned to the 
streets. This second blossoming of the democratic movement more or 
less coincided with Ye Jianying’s thirtieth anniversary speech attacking 
the Cultural Revolution and with the further strengthening of Deng 
Xiaoping’s position in the Politburo by the return of Peng Zhen and 
others to positions of major influence.

In September and early October the streets of Beijing and other cities 
again echoed to the shouting of slogans as students, peasants, workers, 
unemployed and xiafang youth once more took to the streets to venti-
late their grievances. On 16 October the trial of Wei Jingsheng took 
place. This was the prelude to a renewed crackdown on sections of the 
protest movement, although it is not yet clear whether this crackdown 
will extend to the movement as a whole. Wei was sentenced to 15 years 
in prison on the charge that, in the wake of China’s invasion of 
Vietnam, he ‘supplied a foreigner with military intelligence, . . . wrote 
and distributed articles slandering Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong 
Thought and agitated for the overthrow of the dictatorship of the 
proletariat and the socialist system and the seizure of state power.’ 
It seems possible, from the timing and content of the charges against 
Wei, that the move against him was designed to intimidate critics of 
the attack on Vietnam.

Wei’s sentencing was soon followed by further arrests and a renewed 
official stress on the ‘class character’ of democracy and the legal system. 
There is no reason to think that Deng did not fully approve of this 
new direction in official policy. Around the time of Wei’s trial Deng
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told a visiting delegation of US state governors that Democracy Wall, 
the sit-ins and the demonstrations ‘cannot represent the genuine 
feeling of our people.’ During the period of the crackdown Hua Guofeng 
was away in Europe, and Deng was appointed acting premier. His 
influence in the leadership was stronger than ever before as a result of 
the political defeat and relegation of the old guard around Wang 
Dongxing.

Early in December the state authorities announced that all future wall-
posters must be registered and signed, and that authors of them must 
not ‘reveal state secrets or engage in other illegal activities’—concepts 
which, despite the new legal code, remain notoriously elastic. At the 
same time they ordered the removal of Democracy Wall from the 
centre of Beijing, where hundreds of thousands of people walked, 
rode or drove past it daily, to an out-of-the-way suburban park. In 
Changsha, Wuhan, Tiajin and Guangzhou the public distribution of 
some unofficial journals was officially prohibited. (On this point see 
the joint declaration of three Guangzhou journals calling on demo-
cratic movement activists throughout China to wage a unified struggle 
for the right of all ‘popular publications’ to official licensing; this 
declaration was translated in the French newspaper Le Matin, 6
February, 1980).

Prospects for the Democracy Movement

As China enters the 1980s, what will be the fate of her dissident move-
ment? A comparison with past unofficial movements in China will 
shed some light on the strengths and weaknesses of the present-day 
Chinese dissidents. On three main previous occasions in their history, 
in 1942, 1957 and 1966, CCP leaders have deliberately stirred up 
criticism from below. These movements of mass criticism, especially 
those of 1942 and 1957, have important features in common although 
there are also many differences between them. However, insofar as they 
represent a common tradition of independent thought, it is one which 
shows little evidence of internal development, probably because the 
official monopoly on information in the PRC raises insuperable barriers 
to the transmission of unorthodox ideologies. The course of these 
criticism movements is tragically predictable: first Party leaders 
encourage people to speak out; sooner or later this criticism spills over 
the set limits; the Party leaders then reassert control by repressing the 
critics; the relaxation is abruptly terminated; and the themes of criti-
cism lie dormant until the next round of ‘blossoming and contending’.

There are many similarities between the present movement and the 
Hundred Flowers campaign of 1957. Indeed the parallels between the 
two periods are even officially recognized. The repression of the Hun-
dred Flowers has been widely described in the official press as the 
beginning of the ‘left’ tendency and of China’s troubles, and victims of 
the 1957 clampdown have not only been rehabilitated in their tens of 
thousands but are today saying some of the same things they said before 
their arrest twenty years ago. But there are also important differences in 
the nature of the two movements and in the context in which each has 
operated. In 1957 all sections of the Party were united behind their

77



historic leader, Mao. The Party had stabilized its position and succeeded 
in first rehabilitating and then radically restructuring the Chinese 
economy. Today the combined effects of age and repeated power 
struggles have led to the shedding of many old leaders, and China’s 
economy and society have barely emerged from a period of debilitating 
chaos. In 1957 Mao launched the Hundred Flowers as it were by choice, 
mainly in order to curb bureaucratic conservatism in the Party and 
forestall the development of a breach between it and the people of the 
sort that had so alarmed him in the case of Hungary in 1956. The forces 
he mobilized were students and older intellectuals newly emerged from 
the furnace of thought reform. Today the democratic movement has 
developed largely independently, over a long period of ideological 
ferment and experimentation. It is made up mainly of young workers 
hardened by years of personal privation and political struggle. It shares 
some notions with the students of 1957, but on the whole its program-
mes have greater theoretical depth and articulation than those of the 
former and are socialist rather than (as in 1957) liberal in inspiration.

The comparison with the Cultural Revolution is also instructive. In 
1966 the Party leadership was badly split. The student youth who 
formed the mass base of the Cultural Revolution lacked experience of 
political organization and were easy prey for manipulation by sophisti-
cated political leaders. The rival factions in the Party hierarchy vied 
with each other to recruit support from among the Red Guards, most 
of whom lost sight of substantive political issues and became hopelessly 
and even pathologically embroiled in factionalism. Today some 
dissident organizations are open to pressure by Deng Xiaoping, but 
most are basically independent. They have succeeded in avoiding a 
gross personalization of their politics despite the stridently personalized 
official campaign against the Gang of Four. Dissident theoreticians 
have emphatically insisted that one should look not at the short-
comings of this or that individual leader, but at the social system that 
underlies them.

The two great planks on which the present leaders were hoisted into 
power are modernization and socialist democracy. It is out of the 
question that they would risk alienating their mass support by back-
tracking entirely on their promises of reform. Yet, as the events of 
recent months show only too clearly, the Party leaders are not prepared 
to tolerate the bolder forms of independent political organization 
advocated by the democratic movement, or to open up the system to 
the fresh gusts of mass-based dissent. Deng’s goal appears to be the 
creation of a comparatively well-ordered society in which ‘democracy’ 
would be carefully modulated to reinforce and stabilize the regime. 
The current, sponsored revival of the handful of docile ‘democratic 
parties’ which have supported the government uncritically since 1949
is entirely compatible with Deng’s project. The further growth of a 
non-conformist and increasingly articulate democratic movement is 
not. The most likely scenario, therefore, is for a continuation of 
selective repression against dissidents. By driving the democratic 
movement underground, however, represssion might actually 
strengthen its coherence and force it to deepen its roots in the 
peasantry and working class. This is the risk which Deng is taking.

78


