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CHINA’'S THREE CHALLENGES

THIRTY years ago when times were prosperous in the
West it was commonly allowed that China and other
‘Third World countries taking a revolutionary path
might have hit on a solution that fitted their conditions,
even though others would find it repugnant. Today, with
signs abounding of economic disintegration in the West,
the spokesmen of the “free world” are more insistent
that their system is the only one that can lead to any
advancement. China, they say, is finding out to her cost
that to allow a revolutionary party to monopolise power,
to gear everything to a state plan, to imagine that social
commitment can take the place of material incentives,
just fails to deliver the goods.

In assessing what China has done there is not much
illumination to be gained from the experience of other
countries which were more affluent, more developed and
more compact. China had to overcome not only a mil-
lennium of economic stagnation but a long tradition of
semi-colonial lethargy and compliance, and the attitudes
implanted in her people by their years of subservience.

The People’s Republic has been dogged at every turn
by three problems. The first has been population. Rapid
population growth, while it increases eventual produc-
tion potential, has in practice become an impediment
to development, by setting limits to the rate at which
living standards can rise. In his report on China to Presi-
dent Truman in 19447, Secretary of State Dean Acheson
said: “The population of China during the 18th and
1gth centuries doubled, thus creating an unbearable
pressure on the land. The first problem which every
Chinese government has had to face is that of feeding
this population. So far none has succeeded”. Until 1949
such verdicts were accepted with equanimity. Yet three
decades later the world would be horrified if travellers
to China came back with stories of famine, as they reg-
ularly did in the days before the Land Reform. China
now feeds and clothes a population twice as large as that
in Dean Acheson’s time. Numbers rose considerably in
the fifties but during the ’sixties an extra 200 million
children were born. Whatever family planning may do,
or is doing now, China faces a bigger task than other
countries in providing for her new population at the
same time as raising the living standards of those already
at work.

Population alone lifts China’s problem to a level al-
most beyond comprehension for a European country.
More crippling still, however, has been a second handi-
cap, the everreturning stranglehold of a centuries-old
tradition of submission, of carrying out orders from
above. Mao and others were acutely conscious of the
need to bring up new generations who would not wait
passively for instructions but respond to situations them-
selves. This was the keynote of the Great Leap Forward.
It was also the original inspiration of the Cultural Rev-
olution, though that subsequently became diverted to

a con trary course.

Now with the policy of rapid modernisation there is
a bigger premium than ever on boldness and initiative at
many levels, high and low. The contribution on another
page about the impasse in education gives an idea of
the obstacles China still has to overcome in this respect.

The third problem is not a heritage from the past. The
Chinese have created it themselves by deciding to break
out of the system of excessive central regulation and
tight controls. It is to devise a framework within which
popular initiative can be reconciled with central plan-
ning and a measure of enterprise delegated to indivi-
dual units.

First-fruits of the search to diffuse responsibility in the
countryside were the People’s Communes and Produc-
tion Brigades. A later trend which was gathering mo-
mentum in many medium-sized industrial units a year
ago (BroapsHeeT Vol. XVIII No. 6-7: How Should the
Chinese System Work?) went by the name of “enter-
prises under experiment”. Carried to their logical con-
clusion many of these experiments would have led to
the replacement of state allocations and purchases by a
multitude of contracts among enterprises themselves,
and between enterprises and the state. The urge to ex-
periment had to be contained before this point was
reached and the “special responsibility” system now be-
ing tried out more widely is essentially a way of allowing
enterprises the opportunity to produce more, and market
more, after their state quota has been fulfilled.

A vital dimension, sometimes overlooked nevertheless,
is the effect which the diversion of resources into “spe-
cial responsibility” channels could have on the drive to
increase consumer welfare.

For the time being the emphasis has been switched
from construction to consumption. Those who carry .
through a social revolution to improve their livelihood
cannot be told a generation later that further improve-
ment of living standards is indefinitely deferred. If de-
liveries to the state from the countryside or from light
industry were to falter now the current consumer pol-
icy would gradually grind to a standstill. One horn of
the dilemma, therefore, is consumer welfare; the other,
producer incentives.

China’s younger generations understand the hazard
of excessive population growth and will probably avert
it in time. They also have a better chance now of dis-
tancing themselves from the passive traditions of the
past. But the Chinese enjoy no immunity from the hard
choices and pitfalls along the road of socialist develop-
ment. They will not escape them; but they can draw on
a rich fund of experience—both positive and negative—
in surmounting them.



NEW POLICIES, NEW PROBLEMS

WITHIN the last year Chinese cities have changed,

mainly as a result of the free market. Beside the
official free markets, which are used by the peasants, who
sell their products there at prices which are often twice
as high as in the state-run stores, there are ‘illegal’ stalls.
I was told that people who want to sell something must
have a permit, which was always displayed on their stalls.
But we also saw some without that permit, and when
police appeared they picked up all their things and ran
away and after some time opened up their stalls again.
Those were the stalls where one could buy things from
the West, such as secondhand jeans, etc., and that is what
I have called illegal.

The truth is: there are free markets and collective
shops which are very useful to the population, as we
could see, but there are some (and the numbers seem to
be increasing although in fact they are few) who do their
own business, trading illegally with people from Hong
Kong, selling all kinds of goods, including so-called
antiques, to foreign tourists. So if one says ‘illegal’ one
must explain it in detail and say that it is a problem but
not the main point of my story.

Youth unemployment, which has reached a high level,
is being countered by a type of self-help programme.
Chinese youths are forming small collective businesses:
stalls, workshops or restaurants. Since they are themselves
responsible for any profit or loss, they often use adver-
tising, even attempting to appeal to their customers
through Western music and Taiwanese pop songs. West-
ern goods from cigarettes and Coca Cola to nylon stock-
ings are available everywhere. The main impression one
gains in the cities is that the standard of living has risen
appreciably. One might even say that the Chinese seem
to have developed a minor passion for consumer goods.
Cassette recorders and television sets can often be found.
Innumerable TV aerials adorn the roofs of Guangzhou,
some of them pointing in the direction of Hong Kong.

The fact that foreigners are often approached in the
street is not only due to further liberalisation, it is a
direct result of the English-language courses being broad-
cast on radio and television. Learning English is in.
Conversations in the street lead all too frequently, how-
ever, to the question ‘Do you change money?’. Exchang-
ing Yuan RMB against foreign exchange certificates at
black-market rates is one way of obtaining the money to
buy goods in the Friendship Stores.

Long-haired youths wearing jeans and riding mopeds
are still a rare sight in Guangzhou and the discotheques
and amusement arcades are still restricted to the large
hotels, but China’s cities have changed, albeit super-
ficially.

Private initiative

The changes in rural areas may not be as obvious as
those in the towns, but they nevertheless have far more
influence on the character of Chinese society.

In 1948 Deng Ziaoping came out publicly in favour of
ending the class struggle in China so that the policy of
modernization could be accelerated. Ideological consider-
ations were to take second place to economic require-
ments. Thus, present-day policy in the field of agriculture
is no longer designed to expand further the collective
forms created in the communes, but on the contrary is
characterised by a pronounced willingness to cut back
collective forms already in existence in the name of in-
creasing production. In the discussion on how to achieve
the necessary increases in crop yield currently being car-
ried on in China, the leadership has not fought shy of
criticising the communes.
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A phrase I heard repeatedly on my last trip to China
in the autumn of 1981 was, in the words of a member of
the administration of the Zhuliao Commune, for ex-
ample: ° The new policy of the state is to have a minor-
ity become rich first.’

Today private initiative, a desire for material wealth
and the rejection of egalitarianism appear to be the
main spurs to economic development. A theme reiterated
in many conversations was that it is a good thing to be
in a position to obtain wealth, if one works well, if one
achieves good performances. And this was stated not just
in the context of agriculture, although it was emphasised
particularly strongly there.

Economic viability

The aim in agriculture is no longer mechanisation at
any price. More attention is now being paid to prevail-
ing conditions. This means being prepared to accept
further differentiation between poor and rich areas by
giving selective support to those collectives which are al-
ready partially mechanised. The different degrees of
mechanisation are intended to prevent increasing un-
employment in the countryside for as long as local in-
dustry is not everywhere able to absorb greater numbers
of workers freed from agriculture by mechanisation.

To achieve increases in production, methods are being
adopted which we would term ‘partial reprivatisation’
and which involve stressing the peasants’ desire for per-
sonal advantages and higher incomes. It is admitted,
however, that this constitutes a step backwards, although
it is apparently not felt that such a policy could represent
a danger to the system as a whole.

The communes were created-at a time when there was
a general feeling that new departures were being made,
which would enable the Chinese people to realise Com-
munism within the lifetime of the present generation. It
was not so much economic laws which appeared to deter-
mine the development of society as the willing striving
of human beings. Today it is the economic laws which
are being given prominence once again. The communes
are being measured against the yardstick of economic
viability and not by ideology.

In the last 20 years the communes with their three-tier
system of ownership did function, and the peasants be-
came accustomed to this collective form. There is no
doubt that production was not always as high as it might
have been. Whether measures directed towards increas-
ing production, which in fact imply a return to lower
levels of collectivization and more or less recreate the
situation at the beginning of collectivization, were neces-
sary is open to doubt. The introduction of the household
quota system, in which the fields are distributed between
individual families, who then take on the responsibility
for cultivation, seems to be restricted to less developed
areas. Nevertheless, the attempt is being made to intro-
duce systems in all communes, which no longer link
wages to time worked, but rather directly to crop yield.
This is intended to motivate the peasants, and is appar-
ently due to the fact that productivity is higher for land
privately cultivated than for land in collective cultiva-
tion (cf. Beijing Review, No. 48 1981).

The dependence of wages on yield through the house-
hold quota system is not without its problems. Factors
such as the quality of the soil, climatic conditions, etc.,
have to be taken into account: in distributing fields to
the individual households (only for their use, not for
ownership!) the quality of the soil will be of prime im-
portance, since along with irrigation conditions, it is of
decisive relevance for the yield. In order to ensure that



distribution is just, the communes we visited had adopted
a rotation system-——every 2-g years the fields were to be
redistributed. The problem here was that peasants who
had poor fields were hardly going to be prepared to
invest in the improvement of the soil, which could only
pay off after a number of years, in the knowledge that by
then the fields would be worked by someone else. The
improvement of irrigation systems was meeting similar
problems. Much thought was being given to their solu-
tion; one possibility would be to provide the communes
with enough chemical fertilizer, I was told. Since, how-
ever, only a small proportion of the fields in the com-
munes visited, were actually being cultivated according
to this system, the commune administration was not
particularly concerned to accord this problem high
priority.

No anti-socialist movement

The household quota system means individual pro-
duction, and this in turn will lead—as Du Runsheng,
Vice-Minister in charge of the State Agricultural Com-
mission sees it (Beijing Review, No. 48 1981)—to the
peasants getting right away from the collective. It is,
however, a fact that in this process some of the peasants,
especially if they are able to sell their products on the
free market in the cities, will become rich relatively
quickly. This will mean further differentiation between
rich and poor in the countryside, which will not be with-
out consequences.

In cases where the fields are distributed to families
according to their size on a per-capita basis, there will be
problems too. A large number of children will increase
the field allocation and thus produce higher incomes.
This will naturally render propaganda for ‘one couple
one child’ more difficult. It was admitted to me that in
some production teams where the new system has been
introduced. the birth rate has already increased. This
will tend to undermine a policy successfully applied in
the cities and my informants were well aware of this
problem. China cannot do without a strict birth control

policy; this is true for the cities, but even more so for
the rural areas. On the other hand, the increases in yield
achieved through the responsibility system are enormous
and just as necessary. Responsibility systems at the level
of production or work team level, could prove more sen-
sible than at the household level. All systems are being
tried out. China is seeking new ways of increasing agri-
cultural production. It is not shy of criticising the com-
munes and has by this method set in motion a discussion
of the very form of the collective.

During my trip I thought many times: what about the
cadres on the lower levels? Do they understand the new
policy? This is perhaps another problem. I did not talk
with many local cadres but I see that some are going too
fast and some are falling behind.

I think a lot of questions can be asked about the new
developments but up to now I can’t see an anti-socialist
movement. Of course there are problems in regard to
agriculture— I have spoken of a de-facto re-privatis-
ation. But I cannot see that Chinese society as a whole
is moving back to capitalism. And even about agri-
culture I'm not sure because I can see the problem only
from Western Marxist theoretical base. I know too little
about the actual problems in the Chinese countryside.

I'm sure that the new system has increased enthusiasm
and that it is a success—economically and for the near
future. But what will happen to the consciousness of the
peasants? I think it will become more egoistic if the
family responsibility system is applied. So I think a re-
sponsibility system for small collectives would be better
and could be a good base for the future development to
large-scale production. I learned from my last trip to
China and from newspapers that the Chinese are aware
of these problems but that they must improve production
immediately. T read that peasants have demanded re-
distribution of the fields according to the situation be-
fore 1949! They were criticised for misunderstanding the
new policy.

MANFRED RoMicH

NO TIME FOR

THE revival of the peace movement is one of the out-
standing features of the political life of Western
Europe—though not one to which the ruling classes are
anxious to draw attention. In Britain and West Ger-
many the demonstrations of Easter 1981 and 1982 recall
the great marches a quarter of a century ago.

Those marches failed to achieve their objectives,
though they certainly did an important job in placing
peace on the agenda of all governments. But history
shows that almost all great popular movements pro-
gress in a series of waves. Unsuccessful at first, they wane,
rebuild their strength, and then take on new life. If they
are aligned with the current of history their future is
bright and they will succeed in the end. The campaign
against nuclear weapons falls into this category; it car-
ries the hopes of many millions.

Some criticisms

The movement has, however, been the target of much
criticism from left militants, some of whom look on it
as simply the affair of woolly-minded do-gooders. It has
been condemned as pacifist and as seeking to gain sup-
port by terror lest the whole world should be destroyed
(a line pushed by Khrushchev). Then there is the argu-
ment, coming from the right as well as the left, that to
renounce nuclear weapons would leave countries de-

SECTARIANISM

fenceless. At times some of these criticisms have been
voiced in China.

Of course the movement contains many Cross-Currents
and even contradictory views; any great popular cause
is bound to have them. There are those who call for
total disarmament, even unilaterally. There are those
who call only for nuclear disarmament, whether total or
unilateral, whether on the part of the superpowers only
or of all nuclear powers. There are those who believe the
way forward is through the creation of nuclear-free zones.
But there is no need to wait for complete theoretical
clarity before supporting the campaign; points of agree-
ment are more important than differences. Some issues
obviously take priority because their attainment is more
possible at present or because they are clearly the most
urgent. The fact is that the movement responds to the
most fundamental interests of the people and that every
success it gains tends to shackle the two superpowers
whose aggression is the most dangerous present threat
to world peace.

Pacifism, which considers just and unjust wars equally
impermissible and therefore opposes even wars of libera-
tion, could never be supported by Marxists or by mili-
tants in the most oppressed nations, but there is no need
to cut oneself off from pacifists.

It has been said many times that nuclear weapons are
all-powerful and that there is no defence against them.
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