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ABSTRACT

BOURGEOIS LIBERALIZATION: THE LABELING OF UNWANTED
AMERICAN INFLUENCES BY THE PEOPLE*S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

In 1979, after being a closed society for 30 years,
the People's Republic of China initisted economic, .
techknological, and educational reforms. The opening of
China has involved the importation of western technologies
and, to the dismay of the Chinese government, western values
and ideals. The adoption of these values, which are
primarily recognized as originating in the U.S., has
been labeled as "bourgeois liberalization" by the Chinese
government. fhe author spent three months on a teachiﬁg/
research assignment in Beijing and collecteddata (through
reviewsof.literature end 2 written survey of university
gtudents) to better understand this labeling of unwanted

American influences.
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BOURGEOIS LIBERALIZATION: THE LABELING OF UNWANTED
AMERICAN INFLUENCES BY THE PECPLE'S REPUBLIC OF CHINA

In 1979, after being closed to the outside world for
30 years, the People's Republic of China reversed its
policy of isolation by initiating a variety of economic,
political, cultural, and educational reforms. The primary
objective behind these reforms has been to modernize China
end help it compete in the world market. Roughly one-fourth
of the world population lives in China. The modernization
of such a large country hzs involved a variety of
obstacles.

One such obstacle has centered on how to impor?d
western technologieé without importing western lifestyles.
Increased interaction with the U.S. best exemplifies this
situation. The People's Republic of China is a socialist
society, governed ty a communist party, and the U.S. is a
caﬁitalist society governed as a democracy. Thus, the °
Chinese gove?nment. is in @ situation where it can benefit
greatly from foreign interaction but stands to have its
cultural values affected in major ways if this interaction
ig left unchecked.

The opening of China is a complex situation. It is
comprised of & variety of cultures which date back thousands
of years. An ironic contradiction to the Chinsse way of.
life is the existence of Hong Kong in the south. Hong Kong,

which is governed by England, is connected geographically

but is miles apart ideologically. Hong Kong is very developed




as a capitalist power in the world market. In the late

1990's, China will recover jurisdiction of Hong Kong and
Macao (a similar type. of capitalist area currently
governed bq Poftugal) and will be faced with the Question
of what to QO with its control of two successful capitalist
. protectorates.

The cufrentlplgn is for China to allow Hong Kong to
keep its capitalist system for at least 50 years. This
approach; referred to as "one country, two systems" will
provide a testing ground for the acquisition of Macao and
the intended acqguisition of Taiwan. The recovering of
Hong Kong is vaguely described by the Chinese government.
"To keep Hong Kong's system unchanged, it is imperative
to maintain socialism with Ching's characteristics under the
leadership of the Communist Party" (No Change..., p. 5).

The Chinese government has a sensitive tesk to deal'
with. How to praise (and adopt the developments przcticed
by) countries which have ideological perspectives which are
contrgdictdry to those of China. The situation presents
en ideological tightrope where the Chinese government must
concurrently praisé and condemn. |

It is obvious, even to the casual observer visiting
China, Amgrican values have found their way onto the Chinese
landscape. American music, western clothing, and the:
rampant popularity of the english language attest to such
developments in the popular culture. As the Chinese

people embrace American technology fhey also seem to be
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embracing the Americsn way of life. The Chinese government
has lebeled this negative practice as "bourgeois liberal-
ization."

The author speat three months in Bpijiﬂg (March-June,
1987) and freouently heard this expression, or saw it in
the media,‘but rarely could find a clear definition of it.
Otherwise articulate individuals would become somewhat
puzzled and confused when asked to define it. Like
pornography, they could not clearly define it but they
knew it when they saw it.

The purpose of this article is to analyze the term
"bourgeois liberalization" and describe how it was used by
the Chinese government as a label for unwanted American
influences. This discussion will be based on a review of
litérature written by and about the Chinese government and
a written survey of student opinions at Northern Jdiaotong
University (located in Beijing) where the author was a
visiting professor (March-June, 1987).

in September, 1986,:ithe Chinese government issued a

document entitled Resolution of the Central Committee of

the CPC on the Guiding Principles for Building a Socialist

Society with an Advanced Culture and Ideolecgy. This

official document defines bourgeois liberalization as
"negating the socizlist system in favour of cepitalism" gnd
goes on to say it "is in total contradiction of the people's

interests and to the historical trend, and it is therefore

firmly opposed by the masses™ (Resolution of the Central
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Committee, p. 13).

The Chinese media consistently emphasizes the
modernization of China must be done in accordsnce with the
"four cardinal principles." The principles are "keeping to
the ﬁocialist road, qpholding the peoplie's democratic
dictatorship, upholding the leadership of the Communist
verty, and‘upholding Marxism-Leninism and Mao”Zedong

|

thought" (Resolution of the Central Committee, p. 4). The

frequent‘emphasis on these principles by the Chinese
government cannot be overemphasized. |

China is eager to spen to the outside world, but only
on its own terms. The following paragraph provides &
description of these terms.

. Closing one's country to egternal contact results
only in stagnation and baekwardness. We resolutely
reject the capitalist ideological and social systems
thet defend oppression and exploitation, and we .
reject all the ugly -and decadznt aspects of
papitélism. Neveriheless, we should do our utmost
to learn from all countries . . . . Otherwise, we

shall remain ignorant and be unable to modernize

our own country. (Resolution o¢f the Central Committee,

pe 6) '
This proposed objective is uniquely referred to as "socialism
éith Chinese characteristics". .

bhina's embracing of American technology exemplifies

a 1ove~hate relationship with the American culture. Zhao




Ziyeng, Premier of the State Counbil, underscores this

situation in his Report on the ¥Work of the Bovernment.

"Opening to the outside world is a basic policy of our

state . . .. In 1987 we shall open wider to the nutside
world and explore new possibilities for the effective

use of foreign funds, the import of advanpeq technology and *
the earniné of foreign exchange through export.(Ziyang,

p. 25). _

Dené Xiaoping, shortly bofore stepping down 'as. the
leader of China, stated a similar view. "The nation
should emerge from its long-term seclusion and open itself
to the outside world, because its development needs over-
seas capitel, advanced technology and management
expertise" (Deng's Book Draws pgssons ¢« ¢ o9 Do 4).

While praising interaction with the west on the one
hand, Chinese leadership sherply werns of the dangers of
adopting western values on the other hand. "We must not
unthinkingly preise these western things, still less regard
the decadent capitalist values and outlook on life as
'new ideas® and disseminate them as such. Otherwise, they
will contaminate and corrupt peoples minds" (Ziyang, p. 34).

Examples of‘negative western influencqs are frequently
cited in the Chinese press. Some of thebe examples point
to the corruption of youth, incrszesed crime, the degekefé-
tion of literature, and misunderstandings in'the universities.

Interaction with the west has been interpreted as

both a problem and an opportunity for the youth of China.



China Daily reported "the motive for most crimes was

money or sex oriented and that youth and juvenile delin-
guents were responsible for most of the cases" (Lixin,

p. 1). Th§ report goes on to say "Bourgeois lifestyles
and publicity given to violence and crimes through films,
television, pictorals and magazines stimulated teenagers
to go astra&" (Lixin, v. 1).

An ipteresting contras% to viewing western influences
is provided in an article entitled "A New Way to Teach."
This article describes how interaction with the west is °
changing the teaching of children.,

In the past we tried to mold children into ones

who were not used to using their minds. But we

' cannot afford to do it to fodayﬁs children, because
they will enter a world full of competition. They
have to be prepared to use their own "questioning

minds." (Xing, p. 5)

Zheng Tianxieng, president of the Supreme People’s
Court, empﬁaéizes the need to combat western iﬁfluences
to curb crime. He suggests "intensifying publicity about
various laws and education in morality, ideals, discipline,
and general knowledge, along with the efforts to resist
all decadent and ugly aspects of capitalism" (Zhongshi, p. 1)

Bourgepis liberalization has been blamed for litéréry
problems such as rejecting the leadership of'the Communiét

party, ddvércing art from politics and the encouragement of

."sex literature." China Daily reports "Many talented young

9




writers have been going astray and producing bad books due
to the influence of bourgeois liberalization" (In ILiterary
Circles, p. 4).

A warqing to writers was noted in April, 1987. Zhang
Xianliang, a leader of the National Committee of the
Chinese People's Political Céﬁsultative Conference, stated
the "struggie against bolurgeois liberalization will make
Chinese w?iters *politically more mature, better gble to
understaﬁd life and more perceptive to reality’" (Struggle
Makes Writers . . ., pe 1.). He goes on to say "Generally
speaking, it is good to have time to reflect, which helps
the writers turn out better works" {Struggle Makes Writers,
. abe 1),

Six weeks later, in an art;cle entitled "Guidelines’
For Literature,“ miéguided writers were taken to task for
their "incorrect ways." '"Some writers, however, have

forgotten their social responsibilities . « . spreeding*

corrupt ideas, blindly worshipping foreign cultures and
copying fofeign thinrgs mechanically. This has been resented
and ¢riticized by the masses" (Danchen, p. 4.

Zhao Ziyang's ‘Report on the Viork of the Government

stresses the necessary struggle against bourgeois liberal-
ization. "If bourgeois liberalization were allowed to

spread uncheckgdjitwould adversely affect even more

people -- eapecially a part of the young people -~ who
would lose their bearings, end it would plunge our country
into turmoil . . . ." (Ziyang, p. 28). He concludes by

saying "We must take a firm, clear-cut stand in relation
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to this strugsle and never hesitate or waver" (Ziyang,
p. 28).

The most wid<ly publicized aspect of the campaign
against boyrgeois liberalization resulted after the pro-
democratic student demonstrations which occurred in
December, 1986. Key leaders of the movement were criti-
cized for their actions and the protests were dismissed as
misguided youthful exuberance. Yet the opening 6f China
continues to pose problems on the campuses.

Robert L. Jacobsen, a writer for the Chronicle of

Higher Education, wrote & series of reports on higher

education in China. Regarding the opening of China, and
its effects on campuses, Jacobsen quotes a group interview
he conducted. .
"Ohce you open your society," says one of China's
more progressive university leaders, '"you cannot
close it again." But on hearing that, another
official at the same institution retorts "I've always
5elie§ed that when you come to & turn in the road,
you have to slow down." (Jaccbsen, p. 42)
Chinese leaders do not underestimate the influence of
student protesters-since many of them were once student
protesters, .
In April, 1987 the author surveyed the opinions of a
class of graduate students he taught at Northern Jiaotoﬁg
University in Beijing. The survey dealt with the develoﬁment

and meaning of bourgeois liberalization. Fourteen students
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anonymously participated in the
ranged between 24-26.
views on specific areas.

SA - strongly agree A - agree
SD - strongly disagree

survey and their ages

The following table indicetes their

N - neutral D - disagree

Bourgeois liberalizaticn is reflective of western influences.

SA 7% & 38% N 214 D 36%

SD

Bourgeois liberalization is more reflective of U.S. influ-

ences than any other country.

SATH$ A 21% N29%8 D 29%

SD 14%

Usage of ﬁourgeois liberalization has become common within

the last six months.

54 50% A 43% N 7% D

SD

Bourgeois liberalization idealscan be found in clothing.

st ATé N D 64%
Bourgeois liberalization ideals
Sk Al4% NT#% D 65%
Bourgeois. iiberalization ideals
S\ . ATA NT% D574
Bourgeois liberalization ideals
SA AT2% N14% D 7%

Bourgeois liberalization ideals
because of increased trade with

SA A57% N29% D 14%

SD 29%

can be found in dancing.

SD 14% )
can be found in music.

SD 29%

can be found in literature.
SD 7%

are becoming more common
the U.S.

SD

The best way to eradicate bourgevis liberalization ideals

is to cease trade/interaction with the U.S.

SA AT% -N7% D 36%

SD 50%

12

B




10

10 1f unchecked, bourgeois liberalization can become a serious
proﬁlem in the People's Republic of China.
SA A 72% N 14% D 14% SD

11 Bourgeois liberalization means "negating the socialist
system in favor of capitalism.”

SAT¢ A 43% N 29% D 14% SD 7%

The survey provided & unioue opportunity to solicit
student views on a senstive subject. Opportunities to collect
such data are far less common in China, compared to the U.S.,

due to the social/political climate.

The survey indicates an increased usage of the term
bourgeois Iiberalization in the six month period prior to the
survey (question #3). Bourgeoig liberalization is far more
evident in literature (question #7) than in other forms of
expression such as clothing, dancing, and music (questions
#4, #5, and #6). "

0ddly enough, 57% felt bourgeois liberalization ideals
are bécomiﬁg.more common because of increased trade with the
U.S. (29% were neutral) but only seven percent felt the best
way to eradicate bourgeois liberalization is-to cease trede/
interaction with the U.S. (7% were neutral). These areas
are covered in questions #8 and #9. Seventy=-two pércent ]
agree (14% were neutral) that if left unchecked bourg;oié
liberalization can become a serious problem in the People's
Republic of China (question #10).

Interpretation of the survey responses must be done
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in light of the fact an American was collecting the
information. Although their names were not connected with |
their responses they did know the author wogld be inter- ‘
pretihg tgeir responses. Aside from their poseible
rgticence to share their thoughts with a foreigner they
may have modified their vigws 80 they would not be
offensive:
TheKmedié and stﬁden%s are readily aware of bourgeois

liberalization and its possible effects in China but
nobody seems to want any major crackdown similar to that
‘experienced Quring the cultural revolution. The lessons of [’
those years (1965-1976) seem to be too painfﬁlly recent %o
risk a similar situation. Perheps this explains why only
seven percent of students survgyed supported the ceasing
of trade/interaction with the U.S. as a means of erzdicating
bourgeois liberalization.

| The fears of any reaction against bourgeois liberal~
ization which might resembile the cultural revolution period
are ?videﬂcéd in the press. Newsweek ountes a confidenvtial
party directive as saying "the party leadersnip urged
communists not to_éllqw their campaign against 'bourgeois
liberaligation'--meaning western influences--to degenerate
into personal vendettas against other party members" (The
Long Shadow of Mao, p. 40), -

Chinese leader Zhao Ziyang, in his Revort on the Work

of the Government, stated "No attempt will be made to

ferret out exponents of bourgeois liberalization at various

levels, to implicate people at higher or lower levels or

14
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to have everybody make self-criticisms" (Ziyeng, p. 30).
He has emphasized "o ‘cultural revolution' type political
campaigns would be launched@" (On Student Unrest, p. 24).
A new phase evolved in August, i987 which is an
interestiﬂg follow-up to bourgeois liberalization.
Newsweek reported "editor;als that recently attacked
bourgeois liberalization now denounce ‘'ossified thinking'--
a code phrase for positions that undercui’ Deng" (Deng
Xiaopiné's reforms) (Deng's Balancing Act, p. 3). Ironically,
the term bourgebis liberalizatioﬁ waé coined vo oprose
reform and "ossified thinking" was coined to promote
reform. Governmental usage of such vague terms must surely
be confusing for one who is trying -te abide by the party line.
The opening of China prov?des a variety of opportunities
for China to develop economicaily, technologically,
educationally, and culturally. Similarly it offers western
countries, such as the U.S., opportunities to expand in the
same types of areas. Such development and expansion can
be bgnefiéiél but there is bound to be integration which
creates conflict. Study of bourgeois liberalization provideé
an additional opportunity to better understand how one s

culture has chosen to deal with such a conflict.
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