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he Dutch historian of contempo-

rary China, Frank Dikottee, Is

best known for his trilogy — The
Trigedy of Liberation (1945:57), Mavy
Great Famine (1958-62) and The
Cultirnl Revolution (1962.78). These are
all fine works, drawing upon Chinese
archives wherever these are accessible
and exploring the complex interplay of
power and ideology in determining the
tumultuous trajectory of modern
China, Dr Dikotter's latest offering.
China After Mao, picks up the China
story from 1978 onwards, covering the
period of “Reform and Opening Up®, It
traces the shift in Chinese strategic pos-
ture from “Tying low and biding one's
time” which was Deng Xiaoping's dic-

tum, to the current “striving for
achievement”, pssociated with
President Xi Jinping. The present vol-
ume i also well-rescarched, with the
author scouring provinclal and local
government archives and more impor-
tantly, the extensive private diaries and
correspondence of i high functionary
of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP),
LA Rul (c1.1919), whose daughter, Li
Nanyang, has gifted these to the Hoover
Archives at Stanford Univensity.

Dr Dikotter uses archival material
and Li Rul's extraordinarily rich mus-
ings to project a picture of a thoroughly
dysfunctional, aimost dystopian China,
whose Is a fraglie
house of cards, waiting to pse into
a heap, with some unexpected gust act-
ing as a trigger. The pervasive cormup-
tion In the system, which acts bothas a
comrostve factor and, paradoxically, is
an antidote to the regime's misgulded
policies, Is a running theme throughout
the book. One comes away with the
impression that the Chinese economy s
nothing more than a gigantic Ponzi
scheme that s just widting to unravel.

The reality &s more complex and the
Chinese cconormy has proved to be fur
more resilient and adaptable than De
Dikotter gives it credit for, No Ponzi
scheme could have lasted for over four
decades and the prosperity of the
Chinese people, the excelience of
Chinese infrastructure and its advances
i science and technology are real and
substantive. That these very successes
have spawned a host of structural chal-
lenges is undeniable, ad i unad-
dressed, may well load 1o a “dead-end”™
s the author argues. To prevent that, the
author suggests, roquires the CCP “giv-
ing up its monopoly of political power
and its control over the means of pro-
duction.” It is more lkely that the CCP
will adjust and innovate as it has done
over its entire history. It will not concede
even a modicum of its political power.

Dr Dikotter marshals an impressive
volume of documentary evidence to
demonstrate that no contemporary
Chinese leader has had any doubts
about upholding the supremacy of the
Leninist one-party state. The reform
and opening up did not involve the pri-

vatisation of state assets, though their
corporatisation was sccepted with the
state continuing to be the largest stake-
halder. Even in segments where pric
vate enterprise was permitted. the CPC
continued to exercise guldance and
scrutiny through its party cells and
through regulatory controls, It was
never In doubt that the public sector
would always dom-
inate the economy
and both public and
private sectors would
be answerable ultd-
mately to the CPC.

Dr Dikotter also
demonstrates that the
expectations of
Western countries, led P |
by the US, that the {
greater integration of -
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artempts to subvert the Chinese social
Ist dispensation through a “jasmine”
revolution as during the Arab Spring
and the “orange” revolution as in
Ukraine kater. Democracy and liberal
values were always polson to the CPC.
Regime survival Is the single most

the Chinese cconomy

Into the global economy and the dense
engagement between Chinese intellec
tuals, scientists and scholars with thelr
Western counterparts would inevitably
take China towards some form of ib-
eral democracy, were always delu-
slonal. The CPC leadership was clear
that China must always be on guard
agaiont “spiritual pollution™ emanating
from the West and. in particular, foil

compelling objective of the CPC, It over:
rides every other consideration. This
should have been
China After Mao:  Apparent after the
The Rise of a barbaric suppression
Superpawver of pro-detnocracy
Author: demonstrations at
< the Tiananmen
Frank Dikotter Square in June 1989,
Publisher: but a mix of post:
Bloomsbu Cold War hubitis and
the sheer greed of
Western business
Price: 2699 and industry pre-
vented any rethink of
the terms of engagement between

China and the West.

China After Mao puts the spotlight
on the many vulnerabilities and deep
contmdictions that bedevil any one-
party Leninist state. The local Chinese
archives reflect how ingrained and per-
vasive these contradictions are. It is
also evident that their persistence is
leading 1o structural issues which

could lead 10 an unravelling of an
Increasingly debe-fuelled econotny, We
see signs of this in the current property
crisis, the shrinking of space for private
enterprise and the reassertion of (deo-
logy and party control over all walks of
life. At the same time, the party has
mastered cutting edge technologies 1o
create the world's flest truly pervasive
survelllance state, As the author points
out, the country hosts i “sprowling
security apparatus and the worlkd's
mont sophisticated surveillance sys-
tem, one that thelr predecessors would
have though the stuff of dreams ™
This ltest book by one of the most
serious scholars of China is somewhat of
a disappointment when compared with
hiis trilogy. There is a surfeit of negative
narratives drawn from the archives but
no serious effort is made to explain how,
despite all ts shortcomings, the Chinese
system his delivered one of the most
successfill cconomic outoomes in recent
history. An acknowledgement of it
strengths along with its vulnerabilities
would have peesented a nuanced and
analyticully more useful sequel to Dr
Dikotter's outstanding trilogy,
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