
Deng’s Place in History
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China Transformed

When Deng stepped aside in 1992 he had fulfilled the mission that had 
eluded China’s leaders for 150 years: he and his colleagues had found a way to 
enrich the Chinese people and strengthen the country. But in the pro cess of 
achieving this goal, Deng presided over a fundamental transformation of 
China itself—the nature of its relation with the outside world, its governance 
system, and its society. After Deng stepped down, China continued to change 
rapidly, but the basic structural changes developed under Deng’s leadership 
have already continued for two de cades, and with some adaptations, they 
may extend long into the future. Indeed, the structural changes that took 
place under Deng’s leadership rank among the most basic changes since the 
Chinese empire took shape during the Han dynasty over two millennia ago.
 The transformation that took place in the Deng era was shaped by the 
highly developed Chinese tradition, by the scale and diversity of Chinese so-
ciety, by the nature of world institutions at the time, by the openness of 
the global system to sharing its technology and management skills, by the 
nature of the Chinese Communist Party, and by the contributions of large 
numbers of creative and hard- working people. But it occurred at a time 
of transition, in which the top leader was granted considerable freedom by 
others to guide the po lit i cal pro cess and make final decisions. And it was 
shaped by the role that leader, Deng Xiaoping, personally played. To be sure, 
the ideas underlying this sea change came from many people, and no one 
fully anticipated how events would play out. Deng did not start reform and 
opening; they began under Hua Guofeng before Deng came to power. Nor 
was Deng the architect with a grand design for the changes that would take 
place under his rule; there was in fact no clear overall design in place during 
this era.
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694 deng’s  place in history

 Rather, Deng was the general manager who provided overall leadership 
during the transformation. He helped package the ideas and present them to 
his team of colleagues and to the public at a pace and in a way they could ac-
cept. He provided a steady hand at the top that gave people con fi dence as 
they underwent dramatic changes. He played a role in selecting and guiding 
the team that worked together to create and implement the reforms. He was 
a prob lem- solver who tried to devise solutions that would work for the vari-
ous parties involved both within China and in foreign countries. He helped 
foster a strong governing structure that could stay in control even as the Chi-
nese people struggled to adapt to the new and rapidly evolving situation on 
the ground. He played a leading part in guiding the pro cess of setting priori-
ties and creating strategies to realize the most im por tant goals. He explained 
the policies to the public in a straightforward way by describing the overall 
situation they faced and then what concrete mea sures were needed to re-
spond. When controversies arose, he played a major role in making the final 
decisions and managed the pro cess so as to minimize cleavages that would 
tear the country apart. He supported the effort to provide incentives and to 
offer hope based on realistic enough goals that people were not later sorely 
disappointed. He supported the effort to give enough freedom to special-
ists—scientists, economists, managers, and intellectuals—so they could do 
their work, but placed limits on their freedom when he feared that the fragile 
social order might be undone. And he played a central role in improving rela-
tions with other major countries and in forming workable relationships with 
their leaders. In all of his work, Deng was guided by his deep conviction that 
employing the world’s most modern practices in science and technology, and 
most effective management techniques, would lead to the greatest prog ress 
for China—and that the disruptions that occurred from grafting these prac-
tices and techniques onto a Chinese system were manageable and worth it for 
the Chinese people as a whole.
 It is dif fi cult for those in China and abroad who became adults after Deng 
stepped down to realize the enormity of the prob lems Deng faced as he began 
this journey: a country closed to fundamentally new ways of thinking; deep 
rifts between those who had been attacked during the Cultural Revolution 
and their attackers; proud military leaders who were resistant to downsizing 
and budget reductions; public animosity toward imperialists and foreign cap-
italists; an entrenched, conservative socialist structure in both the countryside 
and the cities; a reluctance by urban residents to accept over 200 million mi-
grants from the countryside; and dissension as some people continued to live 
in poverty while others became rich.
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China Transformed 695

 But Deng also had enormous advantages as he assumed responsibility for 
the overall management of China’s transformation. He took over a function-
ing national party and government in a country that Mao had uni fied. He 
had many experienced se nior of fi cials who shared his view that deep changes 
were needed. He came to power when there was an open world trading sys-
tem and other countries were willing to share their cap ital, technology, and 
management skills and to welcome China into international institutions.
 Deng also had an impressive array of personal qualities that enabled him 
to guide China’s transformation. It is doubtful that anyone else then had the 
combination of authority, depth and breadth of experience, strategic sense, 
assurance, personal relationships, and po lit i cal judgment needed to manage 
China’s transformation with comparable success. What, then, is the nature of 
the transformation that Deng helped guide?

From the Center of Asian Civilization  
to a Single Nation of the World

During imperial times, China was never a global power or even an active par-
tic i pant in global affairs. It was a regional Asian power. In the “Chinese world 
order” that guided China’s relations with other countries before the Opium 
War, the smaller po lit i cal entities around China’s periphery paid ceremonial 
tribute to the emperor of the “Central Kingdom,” China. These other po lit i-
cal entities thereby acknowledged the superiority of Chinese civilization over 
the surrounding areas. In exchange, China agreed that these po lit i cal entities 
outside China could remain autonomous and live in peace.1

 Rarely did a Chinese emperor take any interest in extending China’s reach 
beyond the Asian mainland. For a brief time during the fif teenth century, 
Chinese emperors did allow the construction of oceangoing vessels, and Ad-
miral Zheng He led seven voyages overseas that stretched as far as the Middle 
East and the east coast of Africa. But subsequent emperors not only prohib-
ited such lengthy voyages; they also prevented the building of oceangoing 
vessels. For them it was dif fi cult enough to manage affairs within China’s 
long borders without linking China to lands beyond its shores. In 1793, 
when the British envoy Lord McCartney arrived in China and proposed the 
opening of trade, Emperor Qianlong famously replied, “We possess all things. 
I . . . have no use for your manufactures.”2

 Later, after the Opium Wars of 1839–1842 and 1856–1860, European 
powers forced China to grant them access to a number of ports along the 
coast, but the Chinese government took virtually no initiative to extend its 
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696 deng’s  place in history

reach beyond its land borders in Asia. China as a nation did not adapt effec-
tively to the challenge as the Industrial Revolution brought new power to 
Western nations. Because of China’s weak response, stron ger imperialist pow-
ers from the West dominated relations with China and even dominated in-
dustry and trade along the China coast.
 Mao, at the time of the Korean War, ended the role of imperialists by clos-
ing the country to contact with the West. After that time, China began to 
play a role in the Communist world and for a brief time in the 1950s and 
1060s played a part in the affairs of the third world. Its role in the Commu-
nist world greatly declined after it broke off relations with the Soviet  Union 
in 1960. Before 1978 the Chinese government still had only limited involve-
ment in affairs beyond its borders. For a long period during the Cultural 
Revolution, for example, China had only one ambassador abroad, stationed 
in Egypt.
 Although Mao had begun to open China to the West after the clashes with 
the Soviet  Union in 1969, and the People’s Republic did take over the China 
seat in the United Nations in 1971, during Mao’s lifetime China was open 
barely a crack. After Mao died, Hua Guofeng was receptive to efforts to open 
the country, but it was left to Deng Xiaoping to open the country and lead 
China to take an active part in international affairs. It was not until Deng’s 
era that government leaders had both the vision and the po lit i cal strength to 
overcome the sour memories of the imperialist era and develop a lasting and 
positive new pattern of relations with other nations whereby China was a 
part of the new world order that had emerged after World War II.
 Under Deng’s leadership, China truly joined the world community, be-
coming an active part of international or ga ni za tions and of the global system 
of trade, fi nance, and relations among citizens of all walks of life. China be-
came a member of the World Bank and of the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF). China began to play an active role in World Health Organization ac-
tivities, as well as the endeavors of all im por tant international or ga ni za tions 
in ev ery sphere. And although it would take nearly a de cade after Deng 
stepped down before China was admitted to the World Trade Organization, 
preparations for China’s entry began under Deng.
 During the early years of China’s par tic i pa tion in international or ga ni za-
tions, as China was learning how these or ga ni za tions ac tually functioned, 
China was still a very poor nation, and China’s efforts first focused on de-
fending its own interests. It was left for Deng’s successors, who realized the 
bene fits of the international system for China, to begin to think about what 
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China Transformed 697

China could do as a stakeholder in the international system and global insti-
tutions to strengthen those or ga ni za tions. Before China joined institutions 
like the World Bank and the IMF, some par tic i pants worried that China’s 
par tic i pa tion would be so disruptive that they would have trouble function-
ing. In fact China’s par tic i pa tion has strengthened those or ga ni za tions even as 
it has represented its own interests; it has abided by the rules of the or ga ni za-
tions.
 When Deng became preeminent leader in 1978, China’s trade with the 
world totaled less than $10 billion; within three de cades, it had expanded a 
hundredfold. At the same time, China was encouraging the United States to 
accept a few hundred Chinese students; by a de cade after Deng’s death, an 
estimated 1.4 million students had studied abroad and some 390,000 had 
already returned to China.3 By 1992 the nation had already come a long way 
toward playing an active role in global intellectual conversations as well as 
in the global trading system. The basic breakthrough was achieved during 
Deng’s period as paramount leader.
 During Deng’s era, to adjust to its new global role, China went through 
wrenching internal changes that Chinese leaders called “jiegui,” or linking 
tracks, drawing on the term used in the 1930s for the linking together of 
Chinese railways of different gauges. In the 1980s Chinese used the term to 
describe the adjustments that China was making to take part in international 
or ga ni za tions and in global systems of all kinds.
 In the early years after 1978, when China was beginning to link up with 
international or ga ni za tions, it greatly expanded the specialized or ga ni za tions 
that were in effect a buffer in dealing with the outside world. Foreign enter-
prises in China were located in special areas like the special economic zones 
(SEZs), and the overall system for dealing with foreign enterprises erected ar-
ti fi cial walls that kept foreigners from close contact with China as a whole. 
Foreigners in China worked with special foreign affairs of fices located in local 
governments, in universities, and in large companies. Foreign affairs ser vice 
bureaus, for example, handled domestic employees who worked for foreign-
ers. To capture more foreign currency, which China was desperately short of, 
foreigners were encouraged to spend “foreign- exchange certificates” (which 
they received in exchange for their homeland’s currency) at special “friend-
ship stores” where they could buy goods made abroad that ordinary Chinese 
were not allowed to purchase. State trading firms handled much of the buy-
ing and selling of goods with foreigners, and a large proportion of foreigners 
who bought Chinese goods did so at the semi- annual Canton trade fair. The 
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698 deng’s  place in history

Chinese Foreign Ministry played a large role in supervising Chinese govern-
ment activities dealing with foreigners at these specialized “go- between” insti-
tutions, which were staffed by Chinese of fi cials trained in foreign languages 
and familiar with foreign practices.
 In the late 1980s, however, China’s relations with the outside world had 
already begun to expand rapidly beyond these specialized institutions. For-
eigners’ travel was no  longer restricted to certain areas, and more Chinese 
firms could deal with foreign firms directly. The practices that began with the 
SEZs and spread to fourteen coastal areas in 1984 had started to spread to the 
entire country. So many foreigners were coming to China that the specialized 
“foreign affairs of fices” could no  longer manage all their affairs; the special-
ized institutions for dealing with foreigners mostly remained, but their activi-
ties were more often limited to routine of fi cial data collecting.
 Before Deng stepped down, Chinese institutions of all kinds began to link 
their tracks, to adapt to foreign practices. Firms that were involved in in-
ternational trade had to learn foreign legal, accounting, and or ga ni za tional 
methods.4 Universities and high schools that sent their graduates abroad 
 began to create training programs to prepare their students for the entrance 
examinations and other procedures required to gain admittance at foreign 
institutions. Chinese athletic coaches began to focus on preparing the best 
athletes for competition in international sports contests. Tourist facilities 
built to meet international standards spilled over to handle both domestic 
and foreign travelers. Products initially produced for export were increasingly 
made available to domestic consumers. And just as the United States after 
World War II expanded its academic and research institutions to underpin its 
role as a global power, so too under Deng did China’s academic and research 
institutions expand greatly, deepening Chinese un der stand ing of world af-
fairs.
 Deng advanced China’s glob al i za tion far more boldly and thoroughly than 
did leaders of other large countries like India, Russia, and Brazil. The pro cess 
has continued after the Deng era, but the basic breakthroughs were achieved 
by the time Deng stepped down.

Rule by Party Leadership Teams

Although the Chinese Communist Party had begun the transition from a 
revolutionary party to a ruling party in 1956, Mao soon led it once again into 
revolution. By contrast, after 1978, with the return of se nior of fi cials, the 
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China Transformed 699

dismissal of revolutionaries not suited for governing, and the recruitment of 
new leaders, Deng guided the transition to a party that focused on governing 
the country.
 The U.S. system of separating the executive, legislative, and judicial 
branches of government was devised by leaders concerned about an excess 
concentration of power. The system devised by Mao, but fundamentally re-
vised by Deng and his colleagues, was created to deal with the opposite prob-
lem—providing uni fied leadership in the midst of chaos, confusion, dead-
locks, inaction, and widely varied local areas. Deng and his colleagues also 
believed, unlike the Americans, that ba sing final decisions on the overall po-
lit i cal judgments of top leaders would serve the interests of the country better 
than ba sing them on the evaluations of an in de pen dent judiciary in which 
laws determine what actions are permitted. They believed that a system that 
allows a legislative body to make laws without having the responsibility for 
implementing them is not as effective as concentrating law- making and im-
plementation in one body.
 The United States was formed by in de pen dent states that retained in de-
pen dent powers. China for centuries had been a centralized government with 
control over regional governments. Mao had further centralized these powers 
so that they extended deeply throughout the country. But Deng pulled back 
on the governing structure that tried to penetrate ev erywhere. Instead of set-
ting tight rules that local areas had to follow, he established a system in which 
governing teams, selected by the next higher level, were given considerable 
in de pen dence as long as they managed to bring rapid growth.
 The core governing structure in Beijing that Deng established is, as under 
Mao, centered around the Politburo and the Secretariat. It is linked to local 
areas through a network of party leadership teams (lingdao banzi) that is pres-
ent in ev ery locality and at ev ery level of ev ery major office of government. 
Each leadership team is responsible not only for directing the work of the 
Communist Party at its level, but also for overseeing the government of fice 
(or economic or cultural unit) under it. The team is expected to make judg-
ments about broad overall issues and see to it that work within its jurisdiction 
makes an overall contribution to the four modernizations.
 The higher levels of the party pass down rules for how the leadership teams 
should conduct their work and they send down endless numbers of directives 
to each level. They also hold meetings with lower levels, sometimes by invit-
ing the lower- level leaders to attend higher- level meetings, but also by send-
ing higher- level of fi cials on inspection tours of the lower levels. When of fi-
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700 deng’s  place in history

cials at the higher level consider an issue very im por tant, they can and do 
intervene. But it is dif fi cult for them to monitor all developments at the lower 
levels, so the team ordinarily has considerable freedom in guiding the work at 
its level.
 The key le ver age that Beijing has over the provinces is the power to ap-
point and dismiss the members of the leadership team. Team members com-
monly serve a term of several years, but they can be dismissed at any time by 
leaders at the next higher level. The several members of a party leadership 
team are given responsibility for different sectors and are judged not only by 
how well they manage their respective sectors, but also by how well the entire 
team and the unit it supervises perform. In Deng’s era and in the de cades af-
ter Deng, those judgments were based overwhelmingly on how much the 
team con trib uted to China’s overall economic growth. Over the years, sec-
ondary criteria have become more im por tant for judging the performance of 
the teams, criteria that include the training of the next generation of of fi cials, 
environmental protection, managing disturbances, and responding to emer-
gencies.5

 Like Deng, Deng’s successors believe that a sense of commitment to the 
overall goals of the nation can be achieved by the proper selection, training, 
and supervision of of fi cials. Because of fi cials at the next level down have a 
great deal of freedom over how they do their work, the selection and training 
of the members of a team are done with considerable care. At each level, 
youn ger of fi cials judged likely to excel because of their overall intellectual 
ability, reliability under stress, mature judgment, ability to work well with 
colleagues, and dedication to serving the party and the country are picked for 
special training, mentoring, and testing.
 Indeed, considerable time is spent mentoring of fi cials at ev ery level. A 
mentor’s role is to suggest to youn ger, lower- level of fi cials how they should 
enhance their performance and skills. The most promising young of fi cials are 
allowed to accompany their superiors to various high- level meetings and to 
take part in informal gatherings at party retreats. They are also permitted to 
attend classes at the party schools, with those judged with the most potential 
for national leadership positions taking courses at the Central Party School in 
Beijing, and those considered likely nominees for provincial or urban of fi cial 
positions taking leadership courses at the party schools in their respective re-
gions. Not all party members, who numbered 37 million when Deng as-
cended the stage, shared the camaraderie that developed among those selected 
to attend retreats with higher of fi cials and to become students at the party 
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China Transformed 701

schools. Those who attended party schools not only got to know each other 
as well as those who attended the party school before and after, but also be-
came acquainted with those higher- level of fi cials who would visit the party 
schools and, with the help of evaluations by party school of fi cials, make rec-
ommendations about their future positions. Although of fi cials in the Organi-
zation Department kept personnel files and could make recommendations, 
the members of the party leadership team at each level made the final deci-
sions about who should be promoted in their jurisdiction.
 There is a danger in allowing local leaders so much freedom. The system 
that Deng founded, which endures today, emphasizes results more than fol-
lowing rules and helps nurture of fi cials who have a broad vision in evaluating 
issues, who are entrepreneurial, and who support rapid growth. Without 
tight supervision from above, however, many of these of fi cials have found 
ways not only to enrich China, but also to enrich themselves and their friends 
while alienating others in their locality.
 Deng Xiaoping did not introduce the system of party leadership teams, 
but he stabilized it, professionalized the work the teams did, and changed the 
key criteria for judging of fi cials from contributions to po lit i cal campaigns to 
contributions to economic growth. This basic structure has been continued 
by his successors.

The Modern Meritocracy

By the time Deng stepped down, young party of fi cials had to prove their 
ability by first passing examinations to the better high schools and better uni-
versities. Deng’s focus on meritocracy has deep roots in China, which was the 
first country in the world to select of fi cials on the basis of their performance 
on examinations. Beginning in 605 c.e., during the Sui dynasty, China had 
used written examinations as the chief criterion for determining which aspir-
ing candidates were quali fied to become government of fi cials. But from the 
time when the imperial examinations ended, in the year after Deng was born, 
until Deng ascended the stage, China had not had the combination of stabil-
ity and leaders’ po lit i cal determination to reestablish a national meritocratic 
basis for selecting of fi cials. When Mao was alive it was impossible to use edu-
cational achievement as the major criterion for selecting of fi cials. Many of 
those who had made contributions to the Communist cause and emerged in 
high positions simply had not had any opportunity for university training 
during the chaotic war and revolution years of the 1930s and 1940s. Further-
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702 deng’s  place in history

more, Mao considered po lit i cal commitment (“redness”) a more im por tant 
quali fi ca tion than expertise, and he favored peasants and workers over candi-
dates from the “bad classes” (landlord and cap italist families), who were gen-
erally better educated. For this reason, examinations were not the main crite-
rion for selecting and promoting of fi cials. Indeed, many of the of fi cials after 
1949 were veterans from the Communist armies or guerrilla forces who were 
barely literate. If examinations had been held, they and their children would 
not have outperformed the children from the “wrong social classes” who had 
received better formal training. After Mao’s death, Deng boldly dismissed a 
“good class background” as a criterion for selecting of fi cials; instead he strictly 
relied on quali fi ca tions as mea sured by entrance examinations. Under new 
guidelines that Deng introduced in 1977, many children and grandchildren 
of those once labeled as belonging to the “bad classes” passed examinations, 
gained admission to the best universities, and became of fi cials.
 In fact, Deng established a system of highly competitive meritocratic ex-
aminations at each level, from elementary school through university to of fi-
cialdom. His goal was not to produce social equality but to sift out the ablest 
and provide them with the best education possible. Examinations were given 
for entrance to elementary school, junior middle school (the equivalent of 
grades seven to nine in the United States), se nior middle school (grades ten to 
twelve), and college, and those who made it into the most competitive schools 
were given the best teachers and facilities.
 The uni fied examination system that Deng introduced in 1977 for univer-
sities was not only spe cifi cally for future of fi cials. It was a system for selecting 
the ablest young people for large or ga ni za tions in all walks of life. But all 
those selected as of fi cials had first proved themselves in examinations at each 
educational level. Even among those who became of fi cials, the ablest from 
the best universities would get jobs in the central government, whereas those 
who had gone to less competitive universities would start out at lower levels 
in the bu reau cracy. As the number of university graduates rapidly increased 
in the late 1980s and beyond, additional exams became im por tant for select-
ing government servants from among university graduates. Once selected as 
an of fi cial, however, one rose through the system not primarily by taking fur-
ther examinations but on the basis of work performance. This system has 
been continued under Deng’s successors.
 In the mid- 1980s, many ambitious and energetic young people sought 
success by “jumping into the rough waters” (xia hai) of business. Yet despite 
these attractive career alternatives, the position of “of fi cial” remains highly 
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China Transformed 703

valued, not only for the power and the economic security it provides, but also 
because of the deep respect Chinese have for those judged to have great abil-
ity and a commitment to public ser vice. Deng thus left his successors with a 
meritocratic system for choosing of fi cials that accords with the same principle 
of selection by examination as in imperial times. But the system he left his 
successors is completely different in content and structure from imperial 
times. Furthermore, Deng’s system extends the principle of meritocratic se-
lection to include not only the iden ti fi ca tion of promising of fi cials, but also 
the selection and training of talented people in many walks of life.

An Open, Urban, National Society

From the dawn of Chinese his tory until the 1990s, China was predominantly 
a rural society with strong regional differences in dialect and culture. Before 
1949, China’s poor transportation systems meant that most goods were pro-
duced and consumed within walking distance from a local market town and 
many people spent most of their lives within that area.6 Mao’s tight controls 
over population movement slowed the modest amount of migration that oc-
curred before 1949. At his death in 1976 the population remained more than 
80 percent rural, and life in the countryside was dominated by the local vil-
lage, family, and collective, with little contact with the outside world. In the 
Mao period, even large urban work units (danwei)—such as government of-
fices, factories, schools, universities, and military bases—were located within 
relatively self- suf fi cient compounds, many of which were gated so that any 
visitors would have to report to the gatekeeper before entering. These closed 
communities supplied the basic needs of the employees and their families: 
housing, food, care and education of children, medical care, and welfare. It 
was dif fi cult for residents to obtain any of these ser vices outside their work 
units; like rural dwellers, most of these residents lacked opportunities to find 
alternative work and had little choice but to heed the authorities of their re-
spective units. The limited mobility, the de pen dence on authorities within 
the village or urban work unit, and the limited communications with the 
outside world led to stagnation. Mao trumpeted a revolutionary ideology, 
but the controls on movement that he imposed further solidified a closed, 
“feudal” society.
 By the time Deng retired, the new economic opportunities created by eco-
nomic growth and the mobility that he had allowed had put China well on 
its way to becoming an urban rather than a rural society. During the Deng 
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era, an estimated 200 million people migrated to towns and cities, movement 
that has since continued at a rapid pace. It is estimated that by 2015, scarcely 
two de cades after Deng’s retirement, an estimated 700 million people, more 
than half the population, will be urban. By the time Deng stepped down, 
more than 90 percent of households owned television sets, which instantly 
brought urban culture to the countryside. Youth returning from coastal areas 
to visit their families in the villages also brought with them the latest fash-
ions, utensils, electric appliances, and food they had come to know in the 
cities.7 In short, even rural areas had begun to become urban in culture.
 After the reforms began in 1978, urban leaders of Chinese cities, fearing 
that a torrent of rural migrants could overwhelm urban ser vices and food 
supplies, still preserved the urban household registration system that had long 
restricted access to urban ser vices such as housing, employment, and school-
ing for children. In the early 1980s when grain and edible oil rations were at 
barely more than subsistence level, there was not enough food to support 
those people from the countryside who had entered the cities and were trying 
to live surreptitiously there with relatives or friends. After 1983, however, as 
food supplies grew, the government began allowing people to move to the 
cities even without an urban household registration. By then, too, the export 
industries on the coast could absorb vast numbers of rural youth who were 
migrating to the area to find a better life. Throughout Chinese his tory, as a 
result of wars and famines, millions of people had relocated, but never before 
on a scale like that which took place in the de cades after 1978.
 Even during Mao’s days, despite the lack of mobility, the entire population 
had come to share a deep layer of common national culture. By the late 1960s 
many urban households owned radios, and those that lacked radios, both in 
the countryside and the cities, could listen to loudspeakers that broadcast 
national news and music. More of the population could see movies, which 
brought a shared national culture, and the entire population learned the same 
slogans and songs from the po lit i cal campaigns. Elementary schools grew 
rapidly in number, so that by the time Mao died, roughly 80 percent of the 
young adults could be considered literate.
 The continuing expansion of the educational system under Deng enabled 
most youth in the 1980s to complete not only elementary school but also 
junior high school. The rapid diffusion of television in the late 1980s, and 
the introduction of national channels that broadcast standard news in Man-
darin, greatly expanded the public’s common base of information. By the 
time Deng stepped down, the widespread use of standard Mandarin, not only 
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China Transformed 705

in schools and public of fices, but also in state enterprises, stores, and educa-
tional institutions, made it possible for a substantial majority of Chinese to 
communicate with one another using the standard Mandarin pronunciation 
(putonghua). The spread of transportation systems during the Deng era also 
made it possible to distribute industrial goods to a larger geographical area 
and therefore to increase the scale of production for domestic as well as for-
eign markets. Before the 1980s, there were few brand names in China, but by 
the time Deng retired, manufactured goods with national and international 
brand recognition were beginning to spread throughout the country.
 With the opening of the closed urban living compounds and the mixing of 
populations from different areas, local differences declined and were replaced 
by more shared national culture. Before 1978, people ate local dishes as a 
matter of course. Just as in the Western world in the late twentieth century 
when certain dishes that had once been national dishes—like pizza, donuts, 
bagels, and sushi—became international dishes, so too in China during the 
1980s and 1990s did many regional dishes become popular nationwide. 
Southerners learned to eat steamed buns made from wheat, which had long 
been standard fare in northern cuisine; and northerners learned to eat rice, 
which had long been a staple of southern cuisine. Similarly, some of the best 
regional operas, which had previously been viewed mostly by local people, 
were now presented to national audiences. After Deng stepped down, the 
greater mobility of the Chinese population, and the diffusion of cell phones, 
computers, and the Inter net, helped to spread this national culture. The Chi-
nese, like people elsewhere, maintain loyalties to their own village, town, 
county, dialect group, or province. Members of minority groups have always 
iden ti fied with others of their group. But during the Deng period the growth 
of a truly national culture and greater awareness of foreign cultures greatly 
strengthened iden ti fi ca tion with the nation as a whole.
 When Deng retired, a substantial number of youth who had spent several 
years working in the coastal areas returned to their hometowns, bringing with 
them not only new goods from the coast, but also new ideas and styles that 
enabled them to establish their own enterprises and to set new standards for 
the hinterland. This pro cess further hastened the rapid spread of an urban 
national culture. Even though the inland residents had far less money to 
spend, they still acquired products not long after in hab i tants of the coastal 
areas, often by creating less expensive imitations. Not surprisingly, then, more 
costly items like automobiles spread inland far more slowly than did smaller 
consumer products—but by the end of the Deng era, even they were begin-
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ning to trickle into inner China. But when Deng stepped down in 1992, the 
construction of rural housing that met global standards of modest comfort 
had scarcely begun, and the quality of elementary schooling in rural areas still 
lagged far behind that in the better urban schools.
 The transformation of rural to urban society and the growth of a stron ger 
national culture derived not from any plan of Deng or his colleagues. Deng 
did try to break down regional loyalties within the military so that soldiers 
would serve commanders from other regions. He did promote the teaching 
of Mandarin so people from one locality could communicate with men and 
 women from other areas of China. But the growth of urban society and a 
national culture derived less from conscious planning and more from the 
new urban opportunities and the appeal of city life to so many rural youth. 
Once these changes began occurring, however, of fi cials involved in planning 
adjusted to the changing realities. They began to reor ga nize the administra-
tion of local areas, allowing cities to expand their administrative reach to in-
clude surrounding rural counties and allowing towns and counties to restruc-
ture as they became cities.
 Paradoxically, the open mobility that began with the Deng era had a far 
more revolutionary in flu ence on the structure of society than the so- called 
Mao revolution that had imposed rigid social barriers. The transition from a 
predominantly rural to a predominantly urban society and the spread of a 
common national culture are among the most fundamental changes that have 
occurred in Chinese society since the country’s uni fi ca tion in 221 b.c.

The Wild East

When China began opening in the 1980s, there were virtually no rules in 
place for food and drugs, product and workplace safety, working conditions, 
minimum wages, or construction codes.8 In the early 1980s, if an enterpris-
ing person found empty Coke bottles and filled them with a liquid of a simi-
lar color, there was no law against selling them as bottles of Coca Cola or 
some similar beverage. In the nineteenth century, in the United States and 
Europe, the rules and laws designed to protect the public by placing limits 
on what companies could do in pursuit of  profits had evolved slowly. The 
situation in China under Deng was reminiscent of the rapacious cap italism 
of nineteenth- century Europe and the United States, when there were no 
anti- trust laws and no laws to protect workers. In China, when the markets 
suddenly exploded in the 1980s, there was no way to immediately enact a 
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China Transformed 707

comprehensive set of rules and laws adapted to Chinese conditions; nor was 
it possible to train of fi cials right away to implement and enforce such rules 
and laws. In some ways the situation in China during the Deng era was also 
similar to the nineteenth- century American West before there were local laws 
and courts. Like gun- slinging sheriffs in dusty, out- of- the- way towns, Chi-
nese of fi cials responsible for local markets, in the absence of a well- developed 
court system, de fined the law on their own.
 One advantage of the Wild East, from the view of local of fi cials and busi-
nesspeople, was that the small number of leaders in charge could make deci-
sions far more rapidly than leaders in countries where more elaborate legal 
systems required “due pro cess.” By the time Deng retired, rules and laws had 
been introduced in virtually ev ery major sector of the economy by young 
Chinese legal scholars trained in the West, but implementation by local of fi-
cials lagged behind because many saw the rules as too com pli cated and not in 
keeping with their personal interests. In some areas like international trade, 
where the Chinese worked closely with foreign partners, the Chinese partners 
adapted quickly to the use of international rules and laws. As economic rela-
tions expanded from small groups of people who knew one another person-
ally and shared un der stand ings, to larger groups that included links with re-
gional, national, and even international partners, some rules and laws were 
needed so that agreements would hold up and inspire con fi dence among all 
parties.
 It was dif fi cult for Deng to create a more flex i ble, dynamic economy in 
China when after the Cultural Revolution so many were worried about being 
accused of allowing cap italist practices. Deng understood that if of fi cials were 
too strict in enforcing the rules, it would be dif fi cult for China’s economy to 
take off. Deng, as usual, was more interested in producing results than in fol-
lowing some precise pro cess. He believed some corruption was unavoidable. 
As he said, “When you open the door, flies will get in.” He wanted of fi cials 
who dared to move boldly and he was willing to pay the price of allowing in 
some flies. Some of Deng’s children have been accused of using their connec-
tions for personal purposes, but there is no evidence suggesting that Deng 
ever sought personal wealth for himself or for his family.
 Deng knew, too, that if local of fi cials were actively to support reforms and 
entrepreneurial activities, they had to be given some opportunity to improve 
their own living conditions. Reforms had all too often been stalled or even 
overturned in the Soviet  Union and Eastern Europe by bureaucrats who 
could not see how their personal interests would be served by the reforms. 
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708 deng’s  place in history

Deng wanted of fi cials committed to reform and to the public good, so he al-
lowed some local of fi cials to get rich first if they brought economic success to 
their locality. Deng valued the importance of preserving the authority of local 
party of fi cials in the eyes of the local public. To call attention publicly to the 
errors of of fi cials who were otherwise making solid contributions to modern-
ization ran the risk, in Deng’s view, of making their jobs more dif fi cult. But 
Deng made no effort to protect of fi cials who upset the public, and he was 
ready to deal severely with any of fi cials who were criticized by local citizens 
for rampant disregard of the public good. The death penalty has been used in 
China more frequently than in many countries to warn others who might be 
tempted to engage in similar criminal activities.
 Opportunities for personal gain in the Wild East are almost endless. Offi-
cials who control access to land often receive gifts when they distribute per-
mits for land use. When government enterprises are “privatized,” employees 
of the unit sometimes acquire shares in the enterprise at prices well below 
market prices. Leaders of state firms have been allowed to sell products on the 
market once they meet their targets, and they have often devoted consider-
able energy to such buying and selling. Trucks available after being used by a 
work unit for its core responsibilities have been allowed to transport and sell 
goods at a  profit to improve the living conditions of the members of the unit. 
As a popular saying goes, in Mao’s days, people were “xiang qian kan” (look-
ing to the future), but since Deng’s time they are “xiang qian kan” (with the 
same pronunciation)—looking for money.
 The system Deng left his successors did not maintain a sharp separation 
between the private and public realms. Among local of fi cials there was wide-
spread variation in views about how much to accept from the businesses they 
supervised: New Year’s presents? Introductions to jobs for relatives and 
friends? “Red envelopes” containing cash and, if acceptable, then how much 
cash? Opportunities for children to enter better schools or study abroad? Of-
ficial cars or trucks for private use? The public, without an in de pen dent judi-
ciary, is often reluctant to risk challenging local power holders who serve their 
own interests. China has only weak protections for those who are moved 
from their property to make way for construction proj ects, and businesses 
can work with government of fi cials to take over property quickly with at best 
modest compensation to those who were previously living on or otherwise 
using that land. From the view of Chinese leaders, such links between local 
governments and builders are not necessarily improper and may allow enter-
prises to jumpstart their production and so more quickly provide employ-
ment for local residents.

9HA?E 1Q 2 0? A :C HIC A ? 7 H F CH H / C 3 8 C ? C P ? H6 ? 1 HHD /? E
I ? HHD=? E I H ? =HF EC H C A F ? CE = CH - H= 0,

/ ? ? HF H C A F H   

/
HI

P
CA

3
8

C
?

CP
?

.
EE

CA
?

?
?



China Transformed 709

 Those who complain about corruption find it upsetting that of fi cials and 
their family members flaunt public goods acquired through their connections 
or privileges, such as fancy banquets, cars, sumptuous clothing, or upscale 
homes. Candidates who have worked hard to pass examinations and to fulfill 
their work responsibilities become indignant when they see people whom 
they regard as less able promoted to higher positions or receiving more privi-
leges because of their special connections.
 Urban construction and the creation of public spaces in China are pro-
ceeding at a far faster pace than in most other countries. In cities like Guang-
zhou and Lanzhou, for example, within several years’ time the government 
has been able to remove all the old structures for tens of miles along the river 
to make way for parks. At the peak of subway building, some large cities like 
Guangzhou and Beijing constructed an average of one entirely new subway 
line per year for several successive years. In just five years, new campuses at 
universities like Nanchang University or East China Normal University have 
sprung up with facilities for ten thousand students, including administration 
buildings, classroom buildings, auditoriums, dormitories, apartment proj ects 
for faculty and administrators, athletic facilities, and park- like campus spaces. 
Given these dramatic success stories, it is perhaps no surprise that in the view 
of Deng and his successors, the legal rights of individuals who had formerly 
occupied the land should not stand in the way of what they consider to be 
good for the greatest number of people.
 China is not unique in the weak protection it has been giving to foreign 
patents and foreign copyrights. Similar prob lems have been found in Japan, 
South Korea, Taiwan, and other countries that have sought to make use of 
the newest technologies from abroad. Some Chinese companies have been 
careful to honor Western patents and copyrights, making payments and us-
ing foreign technologies in ways that do not violate their patents. But many 
Chinese enterprises have not exercised such care, and some Chinese once 
 employed by foreign companies have started their own companies, some-
times illegally making use of the technology they had learned while on the 
job. Even Hong Kong, which is far stricter about enforcing laws than is main-
land China, has found it dif fi cult to prevent the pirating of songs and mov-
ies; the copied CDs, DVDs, and discs have sold at a fraction of the price 
of the patented products and so offer a hefty  profit margin to those who en-
gage in such illegal practices. When criticized and pressured by foreign com-
panies and foreign governments for violating copyright laws, the Chinese 
government has on occasion closed down the enterprises and smashed the 
machines making the copies. Not long thereafter, however, other Chinese 
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entrepreneurs have been found brazenly producing similar copies in other 
locations.
 Conditions for Chinese workers, including work hours, environmental 
conditions on the factory floor, and safety standards, have often not been bet-
ter than some terrible Western working conditions at the early stage of the 
nineteenth- century Industrial Revolution. Some entrepreneurs have taken 
advantage of the lack of effective regulations concerning working conditions 
to give their workers only cramped dormitory spaces in which to live, and to 
offer them little in the way of safe working environments or quality stan-
dards.9 For tens of millions of rural Chinese youth, life in the factories in the 
coastal areas, as hard as it is and as poorly as they are paid, is far better than 
the grinding poverty they knew in the countryside. They have thus been will-
ing to work long hours and even to hold back complaints for fear of being 
fired.
 Factories built with Western and Japanese cap ital and managed by foreign-
ers, while taking advantage of the cheap labor, have generally offered better 
working conditions than local enterprises. In many foreign factories, the 
spaces are well- lit with good air circulation, and in warmer climates, summer 
temperatures are kept well below the sweltering heat outside. In such facto-
ries, standards related to the number of hours in a workday, working condi-
tions, and worker safety have been gradually introduced, and prog ress has 
been made in overcoming the most serious abuses. In these factories, too, 
some youth from poor areas learn the basics of modern living, including reg-
ular hours, cleanliness and hygiene, and discipline.10

 Large numbers of foreign firms have built factories in China. By 2000, the 
largest branch of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce outside the United States 
was in Shanghai, and the Japanese Chamber of Commerce there, which was 
the largest Japanese Chamber of Commerce outside of Japan, was more than 
twice the size of the U.S. Chamber. Moreover, the numbers of Americans, 
Japanese, and Europeans in Shanghai pale in comparison with the number of 
Taiwanese businesspeople who are there. Why have so many businesspeople 
from abroad been flocking to a country where rules are not fully developed 
and where patents receive only limited legal protection? They have been at-
tracted by the sheer dynamism of the place: the speed with which decisions 
can be made and implemented without the burden of complex legal proce-
dures, and the quick pace of growth in markets of enormous scale. Although 
some foreign entrepreneurs have complained that they have been taken ad-
vantage of by their Chinese partners and by local Chinese government of fi-
cials, others have found that the unusual combination of some legal pro-
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China Transformed 711

tections, relationships with reliable prob lem- solving local of fi cials, and the 
possibility of appealing to higher authorities has created suf fi ciently promis-
ing opportunities that they are willing to take on whatever risks are involved.

Challenges for Deng’s Successors

As a result of Deng’s transformation, in the several de cades after Deng left the 
stage, his successors have been confronted by a series of challenges that are 
likely to remain in the de cades ahead. These challenges include:

providing universal social security and health care. 
During Deng’s era, those employed by the government, including the large 
state enterprises, had their health care and welfare bene fits provided by the 
work unit, but such employees made up only a small proportion of the popu-
lation.11 The government budget was far too small to provide retirement, 
health, and other welfare bene fits for ev ery one. Toward the end of the 1980s, 
as the role of markets increased, those with large in comes could afford good 
medical treatment and provide for their own welfare needs. But vast numbers 
of Chinese people were still not offered health care and welfare bene fits.
 Deng’s successors have found that those who lack these bene fits have be-
come more vocal. The increased mobility of the population requires protec-
tions that a single work unit cannot provide, and the government budget and 
numbers of well- trained medical professionals are not yet suf fi cient to meet 
the growing demand. With the abolition of the rural collective, there is no 
rural unit to provide first aid and elementary public health ser vices. With the 
privatization of housing and the pressure placed on state enterprises to com-
pete in a more open- market environment, even the welfare provided by large 
work units is not always adequate. The challenge for Chinese leaders, then, is 
to expand the number of quali fied medical personnel, upgrade facilities, and 
develop a system of health care and social security that protects the entire 
population, including the people living in poverty in remote areas—all within 
the constraints of the national budget.12 And because it will take many de-
cades to develop a system that meets these goals, an additional challenge is to 
distribute the resources and facilities that are currently available in a way that 
appears fair and reasonable.13

rede fin ing and managing the boundaries  of freedom.  Per-
haps the most troubling prob lem that Deng faced was setting boundaries of 
freedom that would satisfy the demands of the intellectuals and general pub-
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lic and at the same time enable leaders to maintain public order. After the 
Tiananmen tragedy, the public has generally been afraid to demand more 
freedoms, but such intimidation will not last forever. In the meantime, the 
growth in the number of publications and the dramatic expansion of Inter net 
and mobile phone use have made it vastly more dif fi cult for the party to con-
trol the spread of ideas officials judge to be dangerous.
 Deng’s successors fear, just as Deng had, that tolerating the expression of 
divergent views will unleash a torrent of public expressions of hostility, which 
will again, like in 1989, lead to demonstrations that disrupt public order. The 
challenge for government leaders is to find boundaries that people find rea-
sonable enough to accept, and then find ways to enforce these accepted 
boundaries. Given the growing sophistication of modern communications 
and the creativity of those who seek to evade controls, can government lead-
ers find a way to shape public perceptions and prevent turmoil?

containing corruption.  During his tenure, Deng had advocated 
punishment for prominent cases of corruption, but he also was willing to 
look the other way when local of fi cials quietly bent the rules in order to pro-
mote the four modernizations and accelerate economic growth. The prob lem 
for Deng’s successors is that of fi cials at ev ery level have found ways to receive 
in comes beyond their regular salaries. Public of fi cials, medical doctors, and 
employers often receive “red envelopes” with money. Officials who grant per-
mits for land acquisitions for new proj ects and for construction receive not 
only direct payments, but also shares in the company, property at below mar-
ket price, lavish dinners, and luxurious cars. Officials, both in the military 
and civilian institutions, make payments to superiors who make promotion 
decisions. And young people pay the army recruiter to be allowed to join the 
military. The challenge for high- level of fi cials is that such practices are now so 
widespread, and so many of fi cials or members of of fi cials’ families are in-
volved, that tackling the prob lem is extremely dif fi cult.

preserving the environment.  In Deng’s era, poverty was so wide-
spread and the desire for economic growth so strong that economic growth 
took precedence over preventing pollution—although Deng did take a per-
sonal interest in promoting reforestation and expanding park areas. Since 
Deng’s time, however, as industry has expanded greatly, and as environmen-
tal concerns such as coal smoke, water shortages, river pollution, acid rain, 
environmentally related health prob lems, and contaminated food have grown 
along with public consciousness about them, of fi cials are confronted with 
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how to change those practices that cause serious environmental damage. 
Some of the most dif fi cult prob lems have arisen in poor areas where mining 
and the use of coal and other resources cause great environmental damage 
but the economic pressures to continue these practices are great. How too 
will China respond to complaints from other countries now that it is the larg-
est emitter of greenhouse gases, the number of motor vehicles on Chinese 
roads is growing by several million each year, and the growth of heavy indus-
try is likely to increase the use of coal?

maintaining the government’s  legitimacy to rule.  Mao 
achieved his legitimacy to rule by winning the civil war, expelling the foreign 
imperialists, and unifying the country. Deng gained legitimacy by bringing 
about order after the chaos of the Cultural Revolution, by dealing pragmati-
cally with the serious issues facing the country, and by achieving rapid eco-
nomic growth. How will Deng’s successors establish their own legitimacy in 
this new age?
 Deng’s successors are under pressure for not being more successful in stop-
ping China’s widespread corruption and for not doing more to resolve the 
prob lems of inequality. And it may be even harder in the future to combat 
these prob lems: given global economic fluctuations, China faces the poten-
tial of an economic slowdown before a substantial portion of the population 
has had the chance to enjoy the bene fits of the earlier rapid growth period. To 
prepare for this possibility, Chinese leaders will have to look beyond fast eco-
nomic growth for legitimacy and accelerate prog ress on some of the issues 
that the public is most concerned about: reducing corruption and inequality, 
providing a reasonable level of universal medical care and welfare, and find-
ing a way to show that public opinion is being respected in the selection of 
of fi cials.

China as a Superpower: Deng’s Legacy

China’s extraordinarily rapid growth, which began under Deng and further 
accelerated with his departing final effort, his southern journey, has raised the 
question of how China will behave as the size of its economy rivals that of the 
United States. What would Deng do if he were alive?
 Concerning territorial disputes, Deng believed in setting them aside and 
allowing wiser people to resolve them peacefully, at a later time. The big pic-
ture to him was not to get excited about border issues; what was im por tant 
was to maintain overall good relationships with other countries.
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 Deng believed that it was in China’s interest to have harmonious relations 
with its neighbors and to concentrate on peaceful development. He strength-
ened relations with Europe beginning with a quick trip to France in 1974 
and a state visit the following year. He not only improved relations with Ja-
pan in 1978 and made the first visit in his tory by a Chinese leader to Japan, 
but he also supported the development of cultural relations so there would be 
a stron ger positive relationship between the two nations overall. He normal-
ized relations with the United States and made a triumphant visit to America 
to strengthen U.S.- China relations. He opened trade with South Korea and 
paved the way for normalization of relations that followed shortly after his 
southern journey. One of his crowning achievements was to restore normal 
relations with the Soviet  Union in 1989 after thirty years of strained rela-
tions. In short, he improved China’s relations with ev ery major nation.
 Deng, as the first Chinese leader to address the UN General Assembly in 
1974, said that China would never become a tyrant and that if it ever op-
pressed and exploited other nations, the world, and especially the developing 
countries, should expose China as a “social imperialist” country and, in coop-
eration with the Chinese people, overthrow the Chinese government. In Au-
gust 1991, upon receiving the news that Soviet leader Gennady Yanayev had 
staged a coup against Gorbachev, Wang Zhen sent a telegram to the party 
center proposing that they lend support for Yanayev’s coup. Deng replied 
“taoguang yanghui, juebu dangtou, yousuo zuowei.” 14 (Incorrectly translated by 
some Westerners as “avoid the limelight, don’t take the lead, bide your time.” 
What it means is “avoid the limelight, never take the lead, and try to accom-
plish something.”) In Deng’s view, China should not get involved in other 
countries’ domestic affairs.
 In the years after Deng, as China gained strength, some Chinese security 
specialists, as well as some of their American counterparts, debated whether 
once China became strong it should continue biding its time or take a more 
forceful stance. After some months of debate in 2010–2011, during which 
time some Chinese leaders were ready to behave more aggressively, the debate 
was resolved in favor of China continuing to maintain harmonious relations 
with other countries. One cannot predict how future generations of Chinese 
leaders will respond to the issue, but there is no question what Deng would 
say if he were still alive. He would say that China should never behave like a 
hegemon that interferes in the internal affairs of another nation. Rather, it 
should maintain harmonious relations with other countries and concentrate 
on peaceful development at home.
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