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Abstract 
Chinese economic reforms since 1980 were accompanied by the systematic privatization and de-
volution of state-owned enterprises, the removal of the social welfare system in the form of the 
“iron rice bowl”, and the land expropriation of farmers. This paper uses Marx’ theory of primitive 
accumulation and Weber's theory of state power to argue that these socio-economic measures are 
needed in order to create a class of wage laborers, who are needed to fuel capitalist development 
in contemporary China. The central, provincial, and local states in China are playing a crucial role 
in enforcing the privatization of state-owned enterprises, the removal of the social welfare system 
and land expropriation. 
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1. Introduction 
Since 1980, enormous economic development has fundamentally transformed the Chinese economy and the so-
ciety. In this time period, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita increased more than thirty times despite an 
increase in population (Nee & Opper, 2012: p. 2). China’s GDP per capita had increased from $469.2 in 1994 to 
$6188.2 in 2012.1 The World Bank now designates China as an upper-middle-income country. This economic 
development has transformed the Chinese economy and by extension has a tangible impact on social indicators. 

 

 

1World Bank. “GDP Per Capita (current U.S. $)”. http://search.worldbank.org/data?qterm=gdp%20per%20capita&language=EN 
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Between 1981 and 2005, more than 630 million Chinese left their status of absolute poverty (income below $1.25 
per day), reducing that portion of the total population from 81.6% to 10.4% (Chen & Ravillion, 2008). In addition, 
between 1994 and 2012, life expectancy increased from 70 to 75 years2, showing that economic reform has be-
nefited all income groups. Nonetheless, in that same time frame income inequality increased (ibid.: p. 3; Nee 1991; 
Yang, 1999). Sociologists and economists have carefully explored these tremendous economic changes (e.g. Lin, 
Cai, & Li, 1996; Naughton, 2007; Brandt & Rawski, 2008; Meyer, 2011), especially in context with state inter-
vention (Oi, 1995; Walder, 1995; Frye & Shleifer, 1997; Yang, 2004), private entrepreneurship (Huang, 2008; He, 
2009; Nee & Opper, 2012), institutional development (Hasan, Wachtel, & Zhou, 2009; Yao & Yueh, 2009; Cheng 
& Degryse, 2010), the cheap labor supply (Zhang & Yuk, 1998; Shi, 2001; Zhang, 2005), and the global political 
economy (Lardy, 2002; Breslin, 2007; Zweig & Chen, 2007).  

Economic transformations also involve deeply social processes, which require further exploration. Rapid 
economic development in China occurred at the same time as the hitherto peasant population left the countryside, 
and moved into the major metropolitan areas and cities in the quest for industrial jobs (Zhang & Song, 2003), that 
arose from Western and Asian foreign direct investments (Graham & Wada, 2003), a natural result of capitalist 
development. Rural-urban migration, which preceded urbanization, is, therefore, a key feature in contemporary 
Chinese society (Wu, 1994; Hare, 1999; Knight & Song, 1999; Knight, Song, & Huaibin, 1999; Zhao, 1999a; 
Seeborg, Jin, & Zhu 2000; Song & Zhang, 2002; Chang & Brada, 2006). There has been an estimated annual flow 
of 50 - 60 million people from the rural areas to the cities, of whom 10 - 15 million settle permanently in the cities 
(Wu & Zhou, 1996). The share of the total population that is urban has increased from 26.4% to 36.2% between 
1990 and 2000 (Chan & Hu, 2003). Rural to urban migration continues to increase even with the obstacle of the 
discriminatory household registration law, the hukou (Chan & Zhang, 1999; Wong et al., 2007), and social- 
cultural discrimination of urban dwellers against the rural migrants (Zhao, 1999b).3 Much of this internal labor 
migration is confined to seven coastal provinces that absorb 82% of all migrant workers.4 This movement is ac-
companied by, on the one hand, material incentive structures, because rural areas are poorer than urban areas (Lu, 
2012), because urban-rural inequality is increasing (Khan & Riskin, 1998; Yang, 1999; Zhao, 2006), and because 
city life implied an improved standard of living. A migrant worker increases the household income on average by 
8.5% to 13.1% compared to his old livelihood in the village (Du, Park, & Wang, 2005). But, on the other hand, this 
migration is accompanied by the application of force by political authorities, who expropriate farmers from their 
territory (Guo, 2001), thus leaving farmers with no choice but to enter cities and urban areas.  

The central problem confronting the researchers of China’s rural-to-urban movement and the forceful dispos-
session of farmers is to find an explanatory framework to embed the large-scale, macro-structural economic 
changes that are happening in China into the social processes of change, especially with regard to the rural-urban 
migration and the expropriation of farmers.5 Specifically, why and how are farmers being dispossessed, and what 
are its relations to the path of Chinese capitalist development? The theorists Karl Marx and Max Weber have 
provided an analysis of the enormous transformations in the economic system within the context of social 
processes. In this paper, the author will use the Marxian theory of primitive accumulation, and the Weberian 
theory of state power in a macro-structural framework to explain the expropriation of rural farmers from their land, 
and the subsequent movement of people from the Chinese countryside to the city. By primitive accumulation, the 
author means the forceful seizing of land from farmers, which also compels these farmers to sell their labor in the 
factories in the city. By state power, the author means the use of formal government authority and bureaucracy to 
enforce the outcome of primitive accumulation. The explanatory framework is macro-structural, because the units 
of analysis are the Chinese authorities, the farmers as a class, and the dynamic of the capitalist system working in 
China. This paper will proceed with a descriptive account of Marx and Weber’s theories on primitive accumula-
tion and state power, followed by an application of those theories to capitalist reform, the privatization of 
state-industries, the destruction of the “iron rice bowl”, and land expropriation in China. The key hypothesis is 
that primitive accumulation using the state as a guiding mechanism is an important process in Chinese capitalist 
development. It is by separating the Chinese farmers from their land and welfare provisions that factories in the 
cities can be filled, and propel capitalist development. 

 

 

2World Bank. “Life expectancy at birth, total (years).” http://search.worldbank.org/data?qterm=life+expectancy&language=EN&format= 
3The hukou assigns privileges and benefits, such as school enrollment or access to health care, based on the geographic origin of the persons, 
which poses a direct discrimination against migrant workers and their families due to their restricted access to those goods and services. It 
was originally designed to restrict migration. 
4Sam Stearman. China’s Migrant Workforce—A Special Report. http://www.samsays.com/SIP-CBA1.htm 
5The problem of social-economic embeddedness is taken up by Granovetter (1985) and Polanyi (1944). 
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2. Primitive Accumulation and State Power 
2.1. Marx 
In Marx’ writings, one of his objective was to describe the dynamic process that is involved in capitalism, and how 
profoundly it alters the nature of society (e.g. Marx, 1846, 1848, 1850, 1852, 1867, 1871, 1875, 1885, 1894; 
Tucker, 1978). In his writings he tried to show that the capitalist system is afflicted with so many contradictions 
that it has to break down and be replaced by a socialist system. Marx is described as a “narrowly focused... po-
litical crusader”, whose “intellectual life was channeled into an almost monomanical obsession with building a 
system of political economy that would undergird his vision of the Communist future” (Collins, 1994: p. 59). He 
had also been called a “prophet” (Schumpeter, 1942) due to his great appeal as a social theorist, who could tie 
social and economic phenomena together, using a conflict-historical approach (Collins, 1994: p. 49). Marx’ 
writings had inspired a host of followers, some of whom may be considered Marxists (e.g. Engels, 1884; Hilfe-
rding, 1910; Luxemburg, 1913; Lenin, 1917; Sweezy, 1942; Wallerstein, 1974, 1980, 1989, 2011; Harvey, 2003, 
2005, 2010; Derleugian, 2013).6  

Marx’ theory of primitive accumulation delineates a crucial process in the capitalist economy. Marx' question 
was what the necessary social circumstances for capitalism were. Successful capitalist development required the 
creation of a labor force that is willing to work in capitalist enterprises, especially in factories of the major cities. 
Only wage labor can add surplus value, i.e. the value produced by the worker exceeding the cost of employing the 
worker, to the capitalist, which forms the basis of profits. But self-sufficient farmers are very unlikely to be in-
terested in working in filthy factories, which may be connected with increased conveniences and a higher living 
standard at some indeterminate future point, but immediately implied terrible working conditions, as is implied in 
the many British factory reports that Marx cited in his work (especially Marx, 1867: Chapter 15). It is also very 
unlikely to assume that the farmers will appreciate the lure of capitalism, and will prefer to stick with their old 
ways. But if there are no workers, then the capitalist is in trouble.  

The social basis of capitalism is a workforce that is available for exploitation in the Marxian sense (i.e. with 
reference to the production of surplus value). It is like Erik Olin Wright (1997: pp. 4-7) described in his comic on 
the parable of the shmoo. In this short comic, two capitalists go into a poor neighborhood and attempt to enlist the 
people from that neighborhood to work in their can factory. But as the capitalists arrive, they realize that the 
people in the community had animals called “shmoo”, who produced all the life's necessities for the people for free. 
The shmoo, in this comic, were the means of production that were owned in common by the community. There 
was, therefore, no incentive for the people in that community to join wage labor to secure themselves the goods 
and services necessary for life.  

Marx reasoned that in order for a capitalist system to succeed the independent farmers had to be eliminated, 
which forms the basis for creating free labor, which is free in the double sense: it is formally free to sell its labor 
power, and it is also free of (or without) ownership over the means of production, and therefore left without choice 
but to sell its labor (Marx, 1867: Chapter 6). This separation between the mass of people from the possession of 
their own means of production can be achieved by using government power to expropriate the farmers from their 
land (Marx, 1867: Chapter 26).7 This is what happened to the farmers in Britain. Marx had observed that with the 
dissolution of the bands of feudal retainers in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth century. During the Reforma-
tion, the Catholic Church as feudal proprietor of soil in England saw its monasteries dissolved, which hurled many 
monks into the proletariat. By the mid-eighteenth century the yeomanry, the independent farmers, largely dis-
appeared. When the Stuarts came to power the landed proprietors used legal methods to usurp property into their 
own hands, with the help of the abolition of feudal tenure of land. During the Glorious Revolution, landed capi-
talists seized state lands by converting it into private property. Notice that the capitalist relied on state power to get 
what he wanted. This concept will be further theorized below in my use of Weberian theory.  

The nascent capitalists could accomplish two objectives at once: public and church estate has become com-
mercial private property, which allowed the accumulation of capital in the hands of those capitalists. As peasants 
were forcibly removed from their land, a helpless proletariat was created, some of which became paupers, and 
others became wage laborers on behalf of the capitalists (Marx, 1867: Chapter 27). The victors in this class 

 

 

6A more complete listing of Marxist literature can be found on my blog (Liu, 2013a).  
7In many cases, it was technically not the land of the farmers, but of the feudal landlords. Even though that social relationship was also in-
herently exploitative, there was no pretension about the exploitation. In the corvee system, the peasants would work three days of the week 
for their own subsistence, and three days of the week for the landlord, who granted military protection to the tenant farmer in return. 
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struggle was the landed upper class (which was really capitalist), and the losers were ordinary peasants (Moore, 
1967: p. 11). The land expropriation meant “that the curtain which separated the growing army of labourers from 
utter proletarianization was torn down” (Chambers, 1953: p. 336). In Marx’ own words, “The spoliation of the 
Church’s property, the fraudulent alienation of the state domains, the theft of the common lands, the usurpation of 
feudal and clan property under circumstances of ruthless terrorism, all these things were just so many idyllic 
methods of primitive accumulation. They conquered the field for capitalist agriculture, incorporated the soil into 
capital, and created for the urban industries the necessary supplies of free and rightless proletarians” (Marx, 1867: 
Chapter 27).8 

The most interesting contrast is provided by the American colonies from the beginning of European coloniza-
tion until the nineteenth century. In the colonies, Marx noticed that the capitalists had enormous difficulties to 
penetrate these territories, even as the economy was developing fabulously and the economic resources were 
abundant to carry out capitalist development. The problem for the capitalist was that unlike in Europe the 
American capitalist at the beginning could not easily enlist loyal workers into their enterprises, because the indi-
vidual workers can freely accumulate resources for themselves. Because the land was so abundant, the new im-
migrants from Europe could work for a few years with their capitalist employer, but could later easily decide to 
move out West to occupy unused land. The enormous amount of land and natural resources without sufficient 
labor to handle it produced an enormous labor shortage, and a rise in wages that, in some cases, was even hurtful to 
capitalist profits (Marx, 1867: Chapter 33). Marx cited the British politician Edward Gibbon Wakefield, who 
noted of the colonies that “[w]here land is very cheap and all men are free, where every one who so pleases can 
easily obtain a piece of land for himself, not only is labour very dear, as respected the labourer’s share of the 
produce, but the difficulty is to obtain combined labour at any price” (Wakefield, 1833: p. 247). The example of 
the colonies shows that certain socio-political conditions, where wage labor is abundant, are necessary for the 
successful creation of capitalism, and that these conditions are least likely to emerge in relatively free societies 
that grant more real, practical economic freedoms to the mass of the population.  

The use of the term “primitive accumulation” implies that this original process of capitalists stealing private 
property from small independent farmers using the help of state power is an obsolete and old process, which is not 
relevant anymore to the contemporary period. But scholars like David Harvey (2003: p. 144) argue that primitive 
accumulation is not out-dated, i.e. primitive, at all, but can still be observed today. He, therefore, preferred to call 
primitive accumulation “accumulation by dispossession” instead due to the timelessness of its meaning. Examples 
are the displacement of farmers in Mexico and India, who became landless proletariats (ibid.: p. 145). The pri-
vatization of hitherto common water resources and other state functions, the suppression of alternative, 
non-capitalist (petty) forms of production, the replacement of family farms with agri-business, the continuation of 
slavery in the form of the sex trade, different forms of financialization (i.e. stock promotion and manipulation, 
ponzi schemes, corporate fraud, raiding of pension funds, asset-stripping in mergers and acquisition, debt pro-
motion among the population etc.) are named as further examples of such accumulation by dispossession (ibid.: pp. 
145-147). The increase in public debt, accompanied by rising unemployment, increasing inequality, growing tax 
resistance and declining political participation leading into welfare state retrenchment and the privatization of 
state functions (Streeck, 2013) may similarly be regarded as a contemporary form of accumulation by disposses-
sion.9 There are many possibilities for finding examples of primitive accumulation, using Harvey’s very expansive 
definition. Indeed, for the purposes of my own analysis of contemporary China, the author will also employ 
Harvey’s more expansive definition of primitive accumulation to analyze the capitalist reforms, the retrenchment 
of the communist social welfare system, and land expropriation. 

2.2. Weber 
Max Weber’s (1946, 1948, 1978, 1981) writings were similarly concerned with how the rapid economic trans-
formation, that he was living through, affected the society, falling well in line with the historically oriented con-
flict tradition in sociology (Collins, 1994: p. 81). In fact, his magnum opus was titled Economy and Society 
(Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft), where he applied his wide-ranging world-historical theories about bureaucracy, 

 

 

8The enclosure of land in Britain and its peculiar welfare policy (Speenhamland Law) is superbly described in Polanyi (1944). The class 
struggle of seventeenth century England is described by the social historian Christopher Hill (1972). Barrington Moore (1967: pp. 3-39) 
theorized about enclosure having benefited the landed upper class. 
9There has been a lot of work on contemporary neoliberalism and the power of finance, e.g. Campbell and Pedersen (2001); Duménil and 
Lévy (2001, 2009, 2011); Epstein (2005); Harvey (2005); Krippner (2005); Stockhammer (2010). 
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rationalization, religion and capitalism, class/status/power, charisma, life chances etc. Weber is described as “the 
greatest German sociologist” (Collins, 1994: p. 44).10 Weber himself produced a lot of followers, who took up his 
concerns about the economy and society to develop their analyses (e.g. Parsons, 1937; Mannheim, 1940; Mills, 
1956; Dahrendorf, 1959; Lenski, 1966; Collins, 1975, 1986; Habermas, 1975; Mann, 1986, 1993, 2012a, 2012b).  

Weber made many very similar observations as Marx. One could in a simplifying way claim that he was Marx, 
but without a revolution and somewhat more liberal admiration for capitalism, even though this claim may be 
disputed by some scholars (Bittman, 1986).11 Weber analyzed that free labor is an important part for the successful 
development of capitalism. Free labor has to operate “under the compulsion of the whip of hunger” in order to 
allow a clear calculation of the costs of products in the market place (Weber, 1981: p. 209; Collins, 1980: p. 928). 
The creation of free labor, therefore, implies that the mass of people, mainly peasants, become willing to volun-
tarily move out of their old livelihood, and join the urban factories as wage laborers. It implies, on the other hand, 
that someone has to apply force against the peasants in order to secure the transition into the proletariat. Weber 
argued that the expropriation of independent producers was a crucial process for the development of capitalism, 
which is comparable to the development of the modern state, which expropriated executive power from private 
rulers (Weber, 1946: p. 82). One example are the local warlords of the 1910s and 1920s in China, which were 
soundly defeated by Chiang Kai-shek's nationalist army (Taylor, 2009: pp. 49-96). In the analysis of the state, 
whose modern form correlates very strongly with the development of capitalism, Weber also noted that its rise 
required the separation of the administrative staff from the administrative officials12, and the workers from the 
material means of administrative organization (Weber, 1946: p. 82).  

Weber also noted that the establishment of private property which is enforced by the government in the form of 
laws (e.g. commercial register, elimination of dependence of an association and the firm, separate property of the 
private firm or limited partnership, and laws on bankruptcy) is an important characteristic in the rise of capitalism 
(Weber, 1978: pp. 378-380). Again, we see a parallel analysis between the state and the private-sector economy. 
Weber emphasized the institutional basis of capitalism, but was more specific about that than Marx. Marx noted at 
times the role of the state in enforcing private property rights, but he seemed to be more inclined to take it for 
granted13, as did many of the classical political economists, from whom Marx built his own political economy. In 
his early writings, Marx (1848) did argue that “the executive of the modern state is but a committee for managing 
the common affairs of the whole bourgeoisie”. Though on a grand scale this may be correct, it is much too im-
precise, and here the trained legal historian Max Weber suggests a more viable political sociology with which to 
analyze state power with respect to the primitive accumulation process.  

Weber’s theory of state power is formulated in clear sociological terms. Building on the quote by Trotzky that 
“every state is founded on force”, Weber (1946: p. 78) defined the state as a “human community that (successfully) 
claimed the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory”. The state is also the ground, 
where political maneuvering by individuals and groups of people occur, and is, therefore, not an abstract, extra-
neous entity as is perceived in American popular discourse. Weber continues to argue that “politics” needs to be 
defined as the “striving to share power or striving to influence the distribution of power, either among states or 
among groups within states” (ibid.: p. 78). State power, which is wielded by politicians and other influential po-
litical leaders14, is not an arbitrary force of violence, but a legitimate source of violence. This is a matter of defi-
nition. If the state would not have enough power or legitimacy to inflict violence against the populace or a part of 
it, then there can’t be a state, and it must be an anarchy, as Hobbes (1969) had formulated it. State legitimacy may 

 

 

10In this case, I will disagree with Collins, who is unduly neglecting Marx as one of the two great German sociologists. It is these two plus 
Durkheim, who are considered the key sociologists. Collins (1994: pp. 56-62) essentially argues that Marx’ companion Friedrich Engels was 
the great sociologist, who convinced his friend Karl to pay more attention to historical and economic sociological concerns. It was when 
Marx read Engels’ Condition of the Working Class in England (1845) that Marx’ focus became more practical and sociological and less 
philosophical. That is very much right, but the relevance of Marxism for contemporary sociologists and other social scientists reveal to me at 
least an equal consideration of both Marx and Weber as the best German sociologists. 
11A more rigorous comparison between Marx and Weber can be gleaned from Birnbaum (1953). Anthony Giddens (1970) argues that Weber 
had really been influenced not so much by Marx, but by Marxists, who were politically influential in early twentieth century Germany (e.g. 
Social Democratic party, Communist party), and could, therefore, not be ignored in German social science discourse. 
12Weber’s theory of bureaucracy is extensively discussed in his Economy and Society (1978: pp. 956-1003). 
13Though to be fair: Marx' treatment of primitive accumulation and enclosures in Britain did put the state front and center, so the distinctions 
between Marx and Weber are more a matter of emphasis rather than substance. On the other hand, Marx treatment of the state is only limited 
to these examples. Marx main theoretical concern was located in the political economy, i.e. the accumulation and circulation of capital, the 
production of surplus value, and economic crises etc. The state is largely subservient to those economic-structural processes. 
14The best sociological studies about leaders and elites were carried out by Mills (1956), Useem (1979), Domhoff (1990), and Bourdieu 
(1998). 
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be gained by traditions (habitual orientation to conform to the patriarch or the patrimonial prince); charisma (ex-
traordinary and personal gift of grace of the power holder), and legality (belief in the validity of legal statutes and 
functional, rational rules) (Weber, 1946: pp. 78-79). It should be noted that Weber conceded that these three forms 
of state legitimation are only ideal-types, and a variety of motives (e.g. fear of punishment and hope for reward) 
may induce subjects to become obedient to the state and its leading officials (ibid.: p. 79). How power eventually 
is distributed across society has to be analyzed within the context of class, status and party (Weber, 1978: pp. 
926-939).  

One more application of Weber’s treatment of the state as a locus of power was his discussion of capitalist 
imperialism, which is considered the “direct exploitation of political political power directed towards expansion”, 
which serves the economic interests of tax-farmers, state creditors (banks, companies, investors etc.), suppliers of 
the state, overseas traders and colonial capitalists (ibid.: p. 917). Imperial capitalism is the strongest, where the 
state plays an important role in the economy, securing profit and growth opportunities (ibid.: p. 918; Collins, 1986: 
p. 150). The analogy of internationally oriented imperialist capitalism may be applied to national conditions as 
well. Here the nation-state has full legal and political access to use coercive mechanisms to secure continued 
capital accumulation for capitalists without the legal insecurity of Hobbesian anarchy in the global arena. And 
such coercive mechanism includes, among others, the primitive accumulation from farmers in China. 

Though the Weberian theory of the state is general true across most historical time periods (making it somewhat 
ahistorical, yet theoretically enduring), he recognized that historically state formation involved this conflict be-
tween different nationally-based groups (whether on linguistic, cultural, ethnic or political grounds), so that in-
ternal unity, the formation of an army, and the raising of taxes to maintain it, are essential to fend off the foreign 
enemy (Weber, 1946: p. LXXXIV). This may also explain why countries tend to have internal warfare, when they 
are at peace with other countries.15 If the state cannot maintain internal unity when it matters, such as during state 
fiscal crises, then the state may break down and a social revolution may occur (Skocpol, 1979; Goldstone, 1991). 
China’s current Communist party leadership may not be immediately concerned about a social revolution, but they 
are concerned about what greater protests against their regime might imply for its own political future. Weber's 
theory of state power is salient in the case of primitive accumulation in China, because it is the provincial and local 
governments, i.e. the agents of monopolized violence, which carry out the privatization of firms and social ser-
vices and the expropriation of farmers. 

Even though I characterize the primitive accumulation theory as Marxian, and the state power theory as We-
berian, it is quite clear that Marx as well as Weber acknowledged the theoretical contributions of the other (though 
historically Weber comes after Marx). Marx and Weber both acknowledged the importance of state power in 
enforcing primitive accumulation, which is the social and economic pre-requisite to the successful development of 
a capitalist economy. This major theoretical contribution shall now be applied to contemporary social and eco-
nomic processes in China. 

3. Social Processes in Contemporary China: Capitalist Reform, the Dismantling  
of the Iron Rice Bowl and the Expropriation of Farmers 

In the following section, the author will apply the theories of primitive accumulation and state power to the case of 
land expropriation in rural China, but will first delineate briefly the initial condition of farmers during communism 
in China and the “Iron Rice Bowl” in order to set the current policies into its appropriate economic-historical 
context.  

3.1. Capitalist Reforms in China 
Since 1978, Deng Xiaoping’s policy of economic reform (also referred to as 改革开放, gaigekaifang) took hold. 
Previously, China really had run a Soviet-style command economy (Ward, 1980; Naughton, 1995: p. 26). One of 
the first reform measures was to achieve agricultural mechanization, which was accompanied by the development 

 

 

15Political unity may have some troublesome implications too with regard to the quest for international dominance. Interestingly, the geo-
grapher Jared Diamond (1997) argues that Europe became the first imperial power, and not China due to geographic reasons. Europe due to 
its balkanization based on natural barriers like rivers, mountains, coast lines and multiple islands and peninsulas, created linguistically and 
culturally different states and political entities that in constant competition with each other refined military and industrial technology, which 
helped in their ascendancy, while the Chinese enjoyed strong political unity thanks to their vast landmass, which allowed easy central polit-
ical control, but also made the Chinese more isolationist and shun innovation and trade from abroad, at very dear cost to them as 19th and 
early 20th century history revealed to them. 
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of heavy industry (Naughton, 1995: p. 67). Chemically-based industries were developed to substitute for scarce 
agricultural land, meaning that the massive development of fertilizers increased the output from existing land. At 
the same time large-scale chemical fibre production substituted for natural fibres, to free up more land for food 
production (ibid.: p. 68). Mechanization and more heavy industry, however, required more availability of petro-
leum, which was not as forthcoming to the planners as desired (ibid.: p. 73).  

Subsequently, the leaders shifted their industrial strategy by allocating industrial output away from ener-
gy-intensive investment good production toward labor-intensive and energy-frugal consumption. This allowed 
China to advance industrialization without immediately requiring a massive increase in energy consumption, as 
energy was lacking (ibid.: p. 77). This observation matters in context with the greater need for cheap laborers, 
which had to be drawn from the countryside. With the combined processes of increased agricultural productivity 
thanks to farm reforms, and a baby boom in the 1950s, enormous surplus labor developed in the rural areas in the 
mid- 1980s (Liu, Li, & Zhang, 2003; Rush, 2011). The ensuing employment crisis was tackled by the enormous 
expansion of labor-intensive light-manufacturing and service jobs in urban areas (Naughton, 1995: p. 77). And the 
labor was clearly available for it. The key was to raise agricultural output, which would also allow for a rapid 
expansion in the consumer goods industry, which would absorb excess labor in both the city and the countryside, 
allowing also a general rise in the standard of living (ibid.: p. 78). Millions of urban youth that had been sent into 
the countryside during the Mao-era Cultural Revolution in the 1960s were sent back to the cities (ibid.: pp. 89-90). 
Migrant laborers from the countryside were increasingly pulled into the successful coastal regions, so that in 2012 
there were about 30 million migrant laborers in the province Guangdong alone (Chan & Siu, 2012: pp. 82-83). 

China’s economic transformation also implied a reduction of the state sector. Deng Xiaoping's proverb was “to 
let some people get rich first”. Household income as percentage of disposable income increased from 55% in the 
pre-reform period to 70% in 1983-84, while the state revenues as a portion of GNP declined from 35% in 1978 to 
27% in 1982 (Naughton, 1995: pp. 82-83). Unprofitable enterprises, which had been propped up by inefficient 
state subsidies, were shut down as overall subsidies declined (ibid.: p. 84). State expenditures on the military and 
on investments also declined (ibid.: p. 85). Government revenues as share of GDP reached a low point in 1995 
(10.7%), but has been on the increase ever since, reaching 22.7% in 2011.16 Chinese policy-makers also advanced 
privatization by reducing and abolishing state monopolies, relaxing restrictions on private-sector activities, and 
allowing the entry of private firms (Yip, 2006: p. 51). In agriculture this meant that villages, while still owning the 
land, contracted that land to peasant households for farming purposes.  

After 1984, so-called commune and brigade enterprises, operating relatively independently from central state 
control, organized in “township village enterprises”, and began to process rural raw material and supply consumer 
goods to the cities (ibid.: p. 53). The self-employed individual economy, called “getihu”, became legal (ibid.: p. 
54), and increased from about 160,000 in 1978 to over 7 million in 1984 (Kraus, 1991: p. 64). State-owned en-
terprises in the city were subjected to greater market forces, because the authority of the party secretary was 
curtailed, while the role of the business manager, who cared only about enterprise performance and the delivery of 
profits, was strengthened (Yip, 2006: p. 55). The pace of privatization reform slowed down somewhat in the 
1989-91 period, due to conservative opposition in the Communist Party, and anti-bourgeois ideology during the 
Tiananmen protests of 1989 (ibid.: p. 56), which the government brutally crushed. But that was only a short in-
termezzo, because from 1993 onward, the government allowed state-owned enterprises (SOE) as independent 
legal identity, i.e. corporation. This also implied a full-scale separation between the SOEs and the government, 
forcing the SOEs to operate independently in the market (ibid.: p. 57). Since the 2000s, private capital has entered 
industries that the government deemed an essential public good, such as banking, aviation and oil (ibid.: p. 59). 
Though the state still invests in companies, it rarely establishes purely state-owned companies, but seeks mixed 
ownership with private capital and shareholders, and private management (ibid.: p. 60).  

From a theoretical standpoint, the increase in agricultural productivity is the basis for an increase in wealth and 
also for the kick-starting of capitalist economic development, as more resources can be shifted to the production of 
industrial and manufacturing goods, which is actually a process going back as far as the Mao Zedong era of the 
1950s, though at enormous social cost (The Great Leap Forward is described in detail by Teiwes and Sun, 1999). 
But it really took off in the 1980s, with Deng Xiaoping’s reform effort. The social impact of an increase in agri-
cultural productivity is the dismantling of the old, predictable, agricultural lifestyle of the farmers. The temporary 
disorientation of the farmers is usually resolved by migration to the city on the eastern seaboard, where the 

 

 

16International Monetary Fund. “China: Government Revenue, Percent of GDP.” Quandl.com. 
http://www.quandl.com/IMF-International-Monetary-Fund/GGR_NGDP_924-China-General-government-revenue-Percent-of-GDP 

http://www.quandl.com/IMF-International-Monetary-Fund/GGR_NGDP_924-China-General-government-revenue-Percent-of-GDP
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investments and jobs are. Though this process of greater agricultural productivity cannot be considered primitive 
accumulation, which implies the application of some kind of force, preferably by the state, it sets the stage for it. 
The reduction of the state sector in the form of privatization, however, may safely be regarded as a form of pri-
mitive accumulation, because the workers’ livelihood is taken away from them, which hitherto had been guar-
anteed to them. The reduction in social services or the destruction of the “iron rice bowl” will be discussed in the 
next section. 

3.2. The Dismantling of the Iron Rice Bowl 
Privatization also involved a reduction in the public delivery of social services in the form of the “iron rice bowl”. 
Removing and weakening this social safety net is an important element of primitive accumulation, and is, there-
fore, part of promoting capitalist development. This privatization, ironically, was termed “socialization of social 
welfare”, which meant the devolution of responsibility of social welfare from the central government to the local 
communities, mass organizations, enterprises, families and individuals (Yip, 2006: p. 72; Wong, 2001). In the 
early 1980s, the Chinese state essentially privatized and dismantled the public delivery of health care. From 1978 
to 1999, health care expenditures from the state decreased from 32% to 15%, which had the impact of increasing 
urban-rural disparities in health care access, because most of the support went to the wealthier coastal regions, 
where patients could afford better health care. The disappearance of rural, low-cost barefoot doctors implied a 
deterioration in rural access to health care. It is only since 2002 that the government started to roll out more state 
involvement in the provision of health care to the population (Blumenthal & Hsiao, 2005). At least somewhat of a 
Polanyi-style “double movement” has surfaced (Polanyi, 1944). As I would argue, the enormous burden on private 
household budgets in the provision of hitherto publicly-provided health care, especially among poor people in 
China, creates an economic pressure to join wage labor, preferably in the major cities where the jobs and in-
vestments are located in. The reduction in the role of the state, more importantly, also involved the smashing of the 
“iron rice bowl” (Leung, 1994; Hughes, 1998; Ding, Goodall, & Warner, 2000; Fung, 2001).  

Under the old “iron rice bowl” the SOEs provided a comprehensive, cradle-to-grave welfare system to their 
employees. Social security provisions included benefits for sickness, maternity, work injury, invalidity, death and 
old age pensions. In addition, there were allowances for rent, food, transportation, bathing, haircuts, fuel, single 
child benefits, sanitation and visit to family members. Collective welfare services also included nurseries, kin-
dergarten, staff quarters, primary and secondary schools, clinics, hospitals, recreational club houses, libraries, 
cinemas, and canteens. These welfare provisions were often financed directly by the state, as many SOEs were 
chronically uneconomical (Leung, 1994: p. 343). Welfare benefits were handed out indiscriminately, even though 
they were low (Walder, 1989: p. 243). Workers were also guaranteed a job, and did not have to look for one (Fung, 
2001: p. 259). The smashing of the “iron rice bowl” really goes in tandem with the privatization wave, because 
since 1984 after the third Central Committee, efficiency in firms was elevated as the highest goal, and company 
managers were now permitted to lay off workers (ibid.: p. 268). With the passage of the Enterprise Ordinance in 
1991, the companies were given full power to determine the precise conditions, methods, quantity and period of 
time that they wanted to utilize labor (ibid.: p. 269).  

A withdrawal of state support, privatization and marketization implied job losses and the creation of unem-
ployment among many workers and social unrest. Downsizing in the SOEs accelerated in the late 1990s. As 
managers have been exposed to market discipline, they were forced and encouraged to cut costs using downsizing 
as a legitimate mechanism (Yip, 2006: p. 71). The number of laid-off SOE workers increased from 3.7 million to 
6.2 million in 1999 (Giles et al., 2005: p. 150). An estimated one-third of SOE workers were considered redundant 
(Ma, Fok, & Ko, 1997). The official urban unemployment rate increased from 2.3% in 1991-2 to more than 4% in 
the early 2000s (Yip, 2006: p. 71), though some people estimate that rate to be much higher (Xue & Zhong, 2003; 
Giles et al., 2005). The government subsequently tried its best to improve the legitimacy of private-sector com-
panies hoping that they would increase their hiring of labor, but in the early-2000s, domestic private companies 
accounted for only one third of the new jobs for workers that had lost them during the downsizing process (Yip, 
2006: p. 72). In 1993, the government set up an unemployment insurance scheme (another Polanyi “double 
movement”), though it was narrowly confined to SOEs, and the contributions and benefits were low, covering 
only 40% of the worker’s wage. Besides, in the mid-1990s, many unemployed workers were sent back to their 
state-owned enterprises (“enterprises of origin”), where alternative forms of employment were sought for these 
workers (Fung, 2001: p. 269). The “iron rice bowl” had been substantially dismantled, though not completely, 
perhaps due to fears about rising labor tensions. In the words of Deng Xiaoping, who urged the country to pursue 
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“common prosperity”, “Things would be quite different when indulging in polarization, as that would give rise to 
national conflicts, regional conflicts and class conflicts and correspondingly the conflicts between the center and 
localities, which would lead to disturbances” (quoted in Hu, 2007: p. 226). 

Harvey (2003) and I (and Marx (1867) and even Weber (1981) by extension) would consider this dismantling of 
the iron rice bowl to be the crucial mechanism of primitive accumulation, in which wage labor is “freed” up (i.e. 
created) for industrial use. And as Weber would remark, the state that exercises the monopoly of violence, is 
playing a crucial role in that process. The combined processes of implementation of market mechanisms, the 
privatization of hitherto public resources, the rise in urban-rural wealth and income disparities, the collapse of the 
“iron rice bowl” all produce the pressures for rural-to-urban migration, and that occurs even without the technical 
requirement for the land expropriation of rural farmers! This does not necessarily contradict my hypothesis about 
the necessity of land expropriation for capitalist development, but supplements it. Emphasizing the institutional 
framework, in which the dispossession of farmers is occurring, the particular Chinese developmental path even-
tually encourages (if not require) the expropriation of farmers at some point. This developmental path involves the 
creation of a capitalist economic system with its conscious promulgation of uneven development favoring the 
densely populated cities on the coast first, while only gradually absorbing the countryside in terms of labor, land 
and resources. But absorbing the countryside is a must, because given the right institutional framework, such as 
laws and norms by the state (cf. Weber’s (1978: Chapter 8) sociology of laws), capital has to expand to regions 
with lower incomes and lower levels of development in order to grow. Pre-capitalist arrangements like the “iron 
rice bowl” or small, subsistence-level farmers are really an obstacle to capitalist development. Similarly, the 
farmers’ attachment to their land was also another barrier to capitalist development, which is discussed in the next 
section. 

3.3. Land Expropriation in Rural China 
Land expropriation of farmers by the local Chinese government is another important element of primitive accu-
mulation, whereby farmers are separated from their land, often by force and only with some compensation, forcing 
these farmers to seek paid labor in the cities. This process can be divided into three phases: one in the early-1980s, 
a second wave around 1992 and a third since 2003. The structural force behind expropriation is urban sprawl, 
which invades into farmland (He et al., 2009: p. 1926). It is often undertaken by local political leaders eager to 
convert farmland into industrial and residential property, and these leaders benefit from it in the process (Lich-
tenberg & Ding, 2008).17 The state at all levels is the owner of land and natural resources (He et al., 2009: p. 1930). 
Generally, the Chinese land use rights give local governments the ability to access untapped revenues, which 
provides the motivation for them to advance land expropriation, even though some constraints are imposed on it 
through the land quota system. However, local governments circumvent the quota system by collaborating with 
other local governments in order to transfer quotas from regions with land abundance to those with land scarcity, 
allowing the land abundant areas to expand land expropriation (Cai, 2012). Land-related revenue accounts for up 
to 60% of total fiscal income for many local governments (Ding, 2007). The local cadres, officials and developers 
usually agree on informal deals to convert collective land into urban construction land without asking the farmers 
for their opinion about that decision (He et al., 2009: p. 1931). An upper class, consisting of private developers, is 
the prime beneficiary of the expropriation, as they receive land for their property developments, while most 
farmers are the losers, who are pushed into poverty. “There is a very real sense in which the modernization and 
affluence of Chinese cities are achieved through sacrificing farmers' interests” (ibid.: p. 1926).  

To view it in terms of the sociology of power, the state and its officials have the most power, because they own 
the land (i.e. means of production), then come the buyers/developers, who obtain de-facto control by the purchase 
of the land, and the least powerful are the farmers and the village households, because they do not control the land 
(ibid.: p. 1933), and have to content themselves with compensation by the government, which they also do not 
determine. Compensation for land is stipulated to be 6 - 10 times the average annual land productivity, and re-
settlement subsidies are supposed to be 4 - 6 times it, though in exceptional circumstances that value may be 
higher (ibid.: p. 1934). But that is not really helpful to dispossessed farmers, who struggle to gain employment or 
receive entitlement to social security (ibid.: p. 1935). A survey by the China Statistical Bureau in 2003 found that 

 

 

17Corruption among Chinese officials is becoming an increasing problem, especially in the Chinese form of capitalism that is so state-reliant 
for its development (e.g. Lu, 2000; Yan, 2004). Imperial China during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911) had a class of well-educated bureau-
crats (Weber called them 'literati'), who taxed commerce and milked the land for their own benefit (Moore, 1967: p. 175). Interestingly, this 
bureaucratic class had hitherto been a great obstacle to capitalism (Weber, 1978: p. 201). 
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56% of the surveyed landless farmers from 28 provinces had experienced a significant decrease in income. Only 
38% of those surveyed in Shaanxi province were able to find a job (Rural Investigation Team, 2003). This ex-
propriation often leads to land disputes, and it accounts for 65% of all cases of social unrest in China. Much of the 
expropriation takes place in areas that are close to urban areas (Gobel & Ong, 2012: p. 37).  

Farmers are—with some exceptions—politically unorganized, and cannot institutionally resist land expropria-
tions (Cai, 2003). Even though social protests by peasants had been on the increase, so has the crackdown by local 
governments, who can otherwise not quell popular anger by modest concessions (Cai, 2008). Governments doing 
the expropriation are supposed to compensate the farmers for their action, but the size of compensation is usually 
very small relative to the economic damage inflicted on the farmers (Liu & Lou, 2004). Though in Xiamen, Fujian 
province, the local government did grant some more concessions to farmers, including compensation for lost land, 
and also a share of proceeds from the urban land value uplift, resulting from local infrastructure projects (Zhao & 
Webster, 2011).  

The expropriation and dislocation of Chinese farmers has also led to the creation of what is called a “floating 
population”, which involves people who move into another part of the country, but face legal uncertainty because 
they are not eligible for hukou registration that is essential to consume government services like education and 
health care. In this case, a Weberian bureaucracy that would serve this floating population would be really useful! 
This population counted over 60 million in the late-1990s (Cai, Park, & Zhao, 2008: p. 35), and almost 79 million 
in 2000 (Liang & Ma, 2004). The part of the floating population that does receive work as migrant workers re-
ceived about 30% less in wages than urban workers in 2005. The inequality between migrant and urban workers in 
terms of total compensation is even more pronounced than in terms of wages, because bonuses and insurance 
contributions are more limited among migrant workers than urban workers (Lee, 2012: p. 465). As of 2009, the 
average migrant worker also works more hours per week (58.5) than the average urban worker (45) (Rush, 2011). 
The state-enforced household registration system, the hukou, is institutionalizing discrimination (Liu, 2005; 
Zhang, 2010), but the capitalists seem to be very content with it. 

In the current stage of Chinese capitalism, the cities need to expand further into more remote regions, and de-
velopers and investors seeing the profit potential will use the help of the government to capture those areas that are 
still inhabited by those farmers, who do not voluntarily leave their village despite all the pull-and-push factors 
toward urban wage labor. It is hard to find evidence for a grand conspiracy behind this policy of land expropriation. 
But as I see it, there is no inherent necessity for concocting a larger rationale, i.e. the forceful creation of wage 
labor for sustained capitalist development, which ought to be consciously held by greedy local Communist party 
officials, and greedy investors and developers.18 Even if the expropriation of farmers and their subsequent pro-
letarianization was not intended by the political elites, it would still be an unintended outcome with an unintended 
boom for continued Chinese capitalism. Capitalism is a complex system, and many parts are moving in a certain 
direction at different speed. The goal of the historical sociologist is not just to look at the intentions of the social 
actors, but the larger institutional framework at a given historical moment that produce certain outcomes. During 
the height of Mao’s Communist regime, no one talked about taking away farmers’ land so a few officials and 
developers can make money from it. One might consider this land expropriation in Merton’s (1957: pp. 60-69) 
terms: the manifest function is to clear the land for urban/capital expansion into the countryside, and the latent 
function is the creation of wage labor- itself a prerequisite for continuing capitalism.  

Considering current demographic trends, the pursuit of more wage labor is no idle objective. As the population 
is aging, and fewer children are born thanks to the one-child policy, there will be an enhanced need for more 
workers on the labor market (Cai & Fang, 2006). China’s fertility rate decreased from 6 children-per-woman in 
1950-55 to 2 in 1990-95, and has dipped below 2 ever since. Life expectancy sharply increased from 40 years in 
1950 to 73 in 2009 (Banister, Bloom, & Rosenberg, 2012: pp. 121-122). The ratio of working-age to non- 
working-age population is reaching its peak, and is predicted to decline in a few years (ibid.: p. 123). There is 
absolutely no doubt that capitalists are forced to consider alternatives to the cheap-labor model, which is discussed 
in the next paragraph. 

The process of land appropriation and proletarianization of the population is in material terms perhaps not as 
dire as the original appropriation in the fifteenth and sixteenth century Britain. This is because material wealth 

 

 

18The psychological ascription “greedy” was added by me, though no Marxist would make those ascriptions. 
19In addition, China has recorded greater growth in short periods of time than any other country hitherto. Between 1991 and 1996 GDP 
growth was 12% per annum, and 8% - 10% per annum until 2008, and a after a quick recovery growth resumes at about 8% (Mann, 2012b: 
p. 235). 
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with the current state of technology is certainly greater than previously19, and so long as the rising tide lifts all (or  
most) boats in China, the social discontent will remain limited in that sphere. It is rather unlikely that land ex-
propriation will yield in large, sustainable protests by farmers against Chinese capitalists, in part because farmers 
are not as naturally well organized as a class (Marx’ (1852) famous “sack of potatoes”). Besides, even if they were 
organized, the agricultural population is shrinking as the urban proletariat is increasing. A large share of people 
below the age of 40 are already working off the farm, while the remaining agricultural workers are old people (Li 
et al., 2013). The exciting arena for social conflict in China remains the factory, where wage labor is fighting 
against company managers to gain wage increases that they deserve due to their labor. The number of so-called 
mass-incidents, involving strike, protest and riots, increased from 9000 in 1994 to 127,000 in 2008 (Elfstrom & 
Kuruvilla, 2012: pp. 3-4). And the Chinese do have a long history of industrial action and activism (e.g. Perry, 
1993, 1994; Perry & Xun, 1997; Frazier, 2002; Solinger, 2009). Ironically, it is in China, where wages are going 
up by 10% - 12% annually, while wages stagnate, and in some cases fall, in the West. The age-induced labor 
shortage is certainly one key driver of upward wage pressure (Li et al., 2013), though there is an enormous wage 
gap between skill-intensive and labor-intensive workers (Yang, Chen, & Monarch, 2010).  

Chinese capitalists will have to be creative if they want to defend their profits. They will likely plan to shift 
more investments into more remote areas of the country, which will accelerate the farmer expropriations, or into 
other countries, where wages and working conditions are not so well regulated. The increase in Made in Vietnam, 
or Made in Indonesia labels in western supermarkets might be an indication of this process. Wallerstein (2013) 
argued that it takes 30 years for labor movements in developing countries to form unions, and raise wages suffi-
ciently so that the country no longer is a cheap-labor country. Alternatively, automation is promoted wherever 
possible. When some Foxconn workers committed suicide, it made so much troublesome headlines across the 
world that the company management announced to replace these workers with one million machines (Economist, 
2011).20 Chinese capitalism will have to adapt to a new political economic environment anyway, because the 
continuing economic growth challenge in the western developed world implies that Chinese export earnings are 
shrinking, and more economic growth needs to be generated domestically. Furthermore, the investment-driven 
boom over the last five years since the crisis began is becoming a decreasingly profitable endeavor as overcapacity 
and overproduction, and speculative asset bubbles loom large. The creation of a social safety net in China, which 
provides more substantial economic security to the landless peasants and urban migrants in particular, is increa-
singly becoming an essential goal to accomplish the re-balancing toward more consumer- and internally-driven 
economic growth, and less income inequality (Lardy & Borst, 2013).21 

4. Conclusion 
The expropriation of rural farmers in contemporary China is an ongoing process, and is embedded within the 
context of capitalist development in China. Increasing marketization, commoditization, privatization of compa-
nies and public services (i.e. the removal of the “iron rice bowl”) are the specific institutional context in which 
Chinese rural transformation is occurring. Marx had theorized that an important pre-requisite to furthering the 
development of capitalism is the creation of a class of wage laborers through the forceful removal of farmers and 
other small-scale independent producers via application of state power. David Harvey expanded the concept of 
primitive accumulation by including measures like privatization or cuts in social services as less-obvious coercive 
mechanisms to create wage labor. Weber had theorized about the primacy of the state as legitimate actor and agent 
of violence. Whether it was capitalist reform in the form of the privatization of SOEs, the dismantling of the social 
welfare system, or the expropriation of the farmers, the state has played a crucial role throughout, and particularly 
in China, where there is a greater emphasis on central, authoritarian control than in the Western countries (also cf. 
Appendix). 

In any case, contemporary social and economic developments in China are an ideal venue for deploying the 
theories in conflict sociology. Social conflict remains alive and well in the twenty-first century. In Collins’ (1994: 
p. 112) words, “If we ever felt like rising above our own social conflicts and merely contemplating the science of 

 

 

20The most interesting literature on automation and jobs comes from Aronowitz and DiFazio (1994); Rifkin (1995); Collins (2010, 2013); 
Brynjolfsson and McAfee (2012); Lanier (2013). I myself had written on this issue as well (Liu, 2013b). 
21Income inequality matters for the re-balancing of the economy insofar as the rich save most of their income (while the bottom 55% are too 
poor to save anything), which depresses consumption. 
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how society operates, the conflict tradition would have to be a central part of that vision.” 
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Appendix—China in Context with the Marxian Historical Scheme  

In the case of China, the researcher is faced with an alteration of the original Marxian historical scheme of feu- 
dalism-capitalism-socialism22, because in the Chinese case socialism precedes the rise of capitalism. But I don’t 
necessarily see a problem with such alteration, because the real world is complex enough to accommodate for this 
outcome. As Marx (1852) correctly remarked, history may be in men’s making, but not in its own choosing. Any 
foregone conclusions about history have to be addressed with a great deal of skepticism. From a world-historical 
viewpoint, Chinese-style socialism had clearly become unbearable, and the Communist party leadership saw the 
faltering of the Soviet Union, and the impending doom to socialist regimes across the world. Socialism is nice and 
okay if it exists on a comprehensive scale, where no capitalist interests could undermine the regime from the 
outside (Collins, 1994: p. 74). As many Marxists (especially Karl Kautsky, Georg Lukacs, Maurice Meisner and 
Frederick Jameson) would argue, it is simply impossible to create a successful utopian, socialist society in the 
context of a dominant bourgeois world order (Paden, 2002: p. 72; Webb, 2000: pp. 5-9). Another way to look at it 
is that China pre-1949 had a tremendous amount of experience with capitalism and commoditization. The Chinese 
had treated the major factors of production as commodities, even as capitalist elements were put under tight state 
control (Gates, 1987: p. 260). Monetization of the Chinese society took off in the eleventh century (Elvin, 1973: p. 
149), even within rural areas among the peasantry (ibid.: p. 106). A strong entrepreneurial ethic pervaded China’s 
culture (Harrell, 1987: p. 94).23 From this perspective, Chinese communism can thus be considered more an ab-
erration than a natural tendency. In this context, China’s turn from socialism to capitalism becomes more clearly 
understandable.  

The Chinese communist social structure contained some essentially feudalist elements, because the land be- 
longed to the local governments, even as the farmers have supposedly control rights over it. This dependence 
relationship, which would fit very well with conflict sociologists’ understanding of power24, is more reminiscent 
to a dictatorship of the party state rather than the dictatorship of the proletariat, and certainly reminiscent to feudal 
Europe. Deng Xiaoping himself was a great admirer of Hong Kong’s and Singapore’s road to economic success 
(Leung, 1994: p. 347), which mixed economic liberalization with strong, centralized political control. Interes-
tingly, within the context of Chinese history and political philosophy, there had been a consistent focus on raising 
strong political leaders, usually in the form of kings, controlling dynasties, rather than let the unruly masses go 
their own way. As Confucius (n.d.: Book 12, Chapter 9) writes, “The virtue of the gentlemen [leader, king] is like 
wind; the virtue of the small man is like grass. Let the wind blow over the grass and it is sure to bend.” Confucius 
acted as a scholar in residence, advising the kings, without devoting any thoughts on public participation in poli-
tics. (Where would the cultural and economic support for that come from?) Though to be fair, one of Confucius’ 
followers, Mencius (n.d.: Book 1, Chapter 8), refined some of his master’s ideas, and argued that while the 
common people do have to submit to a leader this leader is subjected to the Mandate of Heaven.25 This appears to 

 

 

22Actually primitive communism-feudalism-capitalism-socialism-communism. But for the sake of simplicity, the first step can be dropped, 
and the last two can be merged. Marx and Engels also seemed to be using the terms socialism and communism interchangeably, though one 
difference appears to be that social is the takeover of the state by the working class, and communism is the highest social stage, when the 
state has “withered away”. In other words, no more social conflict, which is a somewhat vain hope for conflict sociologists. 
23One example of Chinese entrepreneurship is provided by my own family/ancestors, the Hakka Chinese based in Calcutta, India. They have 
been well characterized by anthropologist Ellen Oxfeld’s (1993) account, where she described the Hakka Chinese in Calcutta as “pariah ca- 
pitalists” (ibid.: pp. 12-17), because in the late nineteenth and most of the twentieth century, they flourished in running leather tanneries 
(leather was among the largest materials of export in India), which was considered “dirty” work by the native Indians. (My uncle still runs a 
tannery, though much smaller than during the heydays in the mid-twentieth century.) The Hakka Chinese had very little sense of cleanliness 
and cared mainly about the profits that were derived from running leather tanneries and occupying this economic niche. Whereas the native 
Indians cared about the caste system and propriety of the nature of work, the Chinese cared about status, wealth and business, which the tan- 
nery business gave them (ibid.: pp. 94-99). The Chinese’ economic success, however, was overshadowed by political-organizational weak-
ness, which mattered during the skirmish between India and China. When the Sino-Indian War broke out in 1962, many Chinese were either 
deported back to China, sent into the internment camp in the western province of Rajasthan, or had to register every year with the Indian 
government bureaucracy to continue to stay in Calcutta (ibid.: pp. 80-85), though my own relatives were spared from the first two forms of 
treatment. This explained the increasing exodus of Hakka Chinese to Toronto, Canada, where almost all of my relatives currently reside in. 
Interestingly, most of those Chinese in Canada now work as wage laborers in Canadian factories rather than as business owners like they 
were in India (ibid.: p. 256), even as many Chinese think that “working for other people” is not as good as being their own boss (ibid.: p. 
255). The Mar- xian hypothesis of the historical tendency to proletarianize the petty bourgeoisie and small independent producers in vastly 
different regional contexts holds up well. 
24Weber (1978: p. 53) defines power as “the probability that one actor within a social relationship will be in a position to carry out his own 
will despite resistance, regardless of the basis on which this probability rests.” Mann (1986: p. 1) viewed power in ideological, military, 
economic and political terms. 
25The passage reads, The king said, “May a minister then put his sovereign to death?” Mencius said, “He who outrages the benevolence proper to 
his nature is called a robber; he who outrages righteousness, is called a ruffian. The robber and ruffian we call a mere fellow. I have heard of the 
cutting off the fellow of Zhou, but I have not heard of the putting a sovereign to death, in his case.” (Mencius, n.d.: Book 1, Chapter 8). 
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be very abstract, and from a western religious viewpoint may easily be misinterpreted as an arbitrary god making 
any decision that the ruler stipulates.26 

But the Mandate of Heaven really involves combined popular opinion. The leaders have to submit to popular 
opinion, or else they are liable to be kicked out by another leader, who receives Heaven's blessing. This is as close 
to a representative democracy as one could get!27 One of the reasons why Chiang Kai-shek’s Guomindang proved 
so unpopular to the masses was that they did virtually nothing to benefit the peasants, which were the majority of 
the population. The Communists promised land reform, and the Heavenly Mandate (with huge popular and pea-
sant support) wandered over to Mao Zedong. In a more general way, Weber argued that direct democracy is un-
realistic anywhere, and had ironically been only possible in aristocratic circles like the aristocracy in Venice and 
Sparta, or among the German university professors, due to their relatively small number, the relative equality of 
the members, and their simple and well-trained administration (Weber, 1978: p. 949). Another fitting example 
would be ancient Athens, whose aristocracy formulated democracy with due exclusion of slaves, minors, women 
and non-property holders. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

26The British kings and queens regarded themselves as the “deputy” of God. A similar comparison may be made with the Catholic pope. 
27Though there are scholars, who disagree. Nuyen (2013: p. 113) sees two possible interpretations of the Mandate of Heaven: the liberal, 
which I described, and the conservative, which argues that the will of heaven “transcends” the common people. 
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