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BY BAOPU LIU

The political and social elite that holds the
reins of China’s development is dominated by
a political cynicism that will greatly impede
progress toward a liberal, democratic society.

Foreign observers tend to be optimistic about China’s
prospects for developing into a liberal democracy as a result of
its burgeoning economic growth. Current trends, however,
suggest that the rise of China in the 21st century could very
well provide an alternative to, rather than a variation of, liberal
governance. Such a development would have serious repercus-
sions on liberalism, a political ideology that holds individual
liberty as its foremost value.To the world in general, China’s
rise presents a whole new dimension of Rorty’s “consequences
of pragmatism,”1 the failure of a deliberative political process
to improve the conditions of life for current and future genera-
tions.
China’s rise could eventually prove that an illiberal and

undemocratic free market can actually be stable and even pros-
perous. After all, as some have argued, Mussolini’s corporatism
was only crushed because he chose to ally Italy with what
turned out to be the losing side of a war, and might have con-
tinued indefinitely in a peaceful environment. No one today
questions the political stability of Singapore.Why should
China be any different?
Those who hold fast to the faith that history will move

toward a general convergence on liberal democratic free mar-
kets for all societies, including China, rely heavily on wishful
thinking.Yet, there are many plausible-sounding arguments
that reaffirm their desire to believe:

“Grievous social inequity leads to the downfall of governments.”

As a recent book put it, China’s implementation of “Leninist
corporatism” is “unstable, monumentally inefficient, depend-
ent upon the expropriation of peasant savings on a grand scale,
colossally unequal and ultimately unsustainable.”2This conclu-
sion rests on the assumption that there is a limit to what peas-
ants will endure when it comes to the expropriation of their
savings. Supposedly, once this limit is breached, peasant wrath
against injustice will lead to the demise of the Chinese regime.

It is true that compared with Singapore, the Chinese gov-
ernment is far from benevolent. However, history indicates
that the theoretical connection between benevolence and sta-
bility in government is unreliable. During China’s Great Leap
Forward in the early 1960s, tens of millions of peasants were
deprived of basic sustenance, not just their savings, and died
of starvation in a primarily policy-induced famine, yet the
regime has survived without serious challenge.At least in the
Chinese context, it may be necessary to reexamine the
assumption that social inequity will lead to the downfall of
governments.

“The advancement of technology that facilities the free flow of

information will thwart the Chinese government’s censorship and

undermine its ability to control society.”This is simply not true.
No tool will ever guarantee the success of an endeavor without
unyielding human will and an element of luck behind it.Those
who bet on the Internet to save China’s underprivileged need
only survey the discouragingly small percentage of people in
China who actively search out censored information online.
Technology almost always benefits those who control its
resources—in this case, the Chinese government. Devastat-
ingly, empirical evidence already suggests that the Chinese
government’s world-class Internet filtering system, known as
“The Great Firewall,” is not only largely succeeding on the
domestic front, but is also serving as a shining example to like-
minded governments worldwide.

“Free markets inevitably lead to freedom and a democratic soci-

ety.”The intermediary steps leading to this result have been
articulated by some to include the rising power of a middle
class increasing the demand for the protection of private prop-
erty; individual rights and freedom are just an accidental
byproduct.As the British economist Meghnad Desai has
pointed out: “Capitalism has no unique path, nor does it
require a liberal democratic infrastructure to flourish. Japan’s
economic rise took place without a fully liberal infrastructure,
and most European states, including Britain and Germany,
were capitalist before they were democratic.”3There have been
many examples throughout history (and currently) of capital-
ist free markets operating without the values of European
enlightenment.
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“Any autocratic system will degenerate; so will the Chinese regime.”

While autocratic systems do undoubtedly degenerate, they may
not all be replaced by democratic systems, especially when plu-
ralistic and liberal values are not there to ensure the triumph of
accountable governance. History has repeatedly shown cases of
one autocratic system being replaced with another.

“Incidences like the concealing of SARS have bankrupted the Chi-

nese government’s credibility, and it cannot continue indefinitely

without credibility.”Unfortunately,we are living in a world that is
accustomed to politicians presenting other than the truth. Even
governments that hold themselves up as model democratic states
have managed to cope with monumental embarrassments (for
example, the United States and the missing “weapons of mass
destruction” in Iraq).After more than half a century, the Chinese
Communist government has yet to deliver on any of the great
promises it made in the past.Mao promised a shining socialism
that would provide for all of the country’s most underprivi-
leged, but China has developed into the ugliest type of exploita-
tive system,with social disparities that disgust even their former
capitalist foes. Deng promised “four modernizations by the year
2000,” but the modernizations he originally referred to had to
be redefined to fit reality. If even these major broken promises
have failed to dethrone the Chinese regime, it can surely weather
minor incidents such as its deception over SARS.

. . .

Each of these arguments corresponds to some form of reality
in China, but even taken together, they are still inadequate to
guarantee the eventual transformation of China into a liberal
society.While Chinese society is clearly plagued with the ugli-
ness that these arguments identify, these problems and their
consequences are likely to continue for a long time, and many
of them, in particular social inequity, human rights violations,

environmental degradation, over-exploitation of natural
resources and inadequate health care, have already become part
of the daily life of Chinese citizens. China may even qualify as
“monumentally inefficient,” but there is such a thing as an
inefficient existence.
What must be required, then, to transform China into a

society that is compatible with liberty?The answer lies in the
collective aspiration of the Chinese elite. For all of the dis-
sention and debate that divides members of the Chinese elite, it
is the predominant aspiration of this group that will most
directly shape the future of Chinese society.This elite group,
which learned harsh lessons during the Cultural Revolution, is
characterized by a suspicion of all ideology and a deep distrust
of political authority.And yet, in the post-Mao era it is precisely
these people who have found themselves conveniently placed to
take advantage of China’s stupendous economic growth, often
at the expense of disadvantaged social groups.After years of
deprivation in the name of an abstract political idealism, all
these people have had to do to retain and improve their very
tangible advantage is to maintain the status quo of the current
regime.This is the main reason why post-Mao Chinese society
has not moved toward democracy: pragmatism, not liberalism,
is the predominant aspiration of China’s elite.

NOTES
1. Richard Rorty is the leading living proponent of the “consequences of

pragmatism.” See Richard Rorty, Consequences of Pragmatism: Essays

1972–1980, University of Minnesota Press, 1982.

2. China as an “uneasy halfway house between socialism and capitalism”

is described inWill Hutton, TheWriting on theWall: China and theWest in the

21st Century, Little, Brown, 2007. See also Dan Mitchell, “China’s

‘Leninist Corporatism’,” The NewYorkTimes, January 13, 2007.

3. See the debate betweenWill Hutton and Meghnad Desai in “Does the

future really belong to China?” Prospect, January 2007, http://www.

prospect-magazine.co.uk/article_details.php?id=8174.
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China's elite: aspiring to the status quo. Photo: Reuters


