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The
force of
words
China's police take up a new weapon — old words —
against crime. Michael Dutton looks at the campaign.
in the post-Tiananm en m assacre
ollywood moguls are
period , by a renew ed em phasis
not the only ones to cre
upon id e o lo g ica l w ork and the
ate the illusion of a time
purity
of the past. It is this ideologi
w a rp . The C h in e se
cal purity w hich is now said to
public security forces ore proving
guarantee China's socialist future.
to be somethina of a deft nand at
The utilisation of past models and
this also as their latest produc
m e c h a n ism s to deal w ith new
tion—the campaign against moral
problem s is not confined to the
and economic crim e — a m p ly
realm of propaganda. As mentioned
demonstrates.
p re v io u sly it has also featured
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In the Chinese production though, it
is not Michael J. Fox who plays the
leading rule but that 'unrustable
screw’, the boy scout of the Chinese
Communist Party, Lei Feng, who
gets star b illin g . M oreover, the
Chinese production features no
sophisticated futuristic m achine to
transport people across time. In
stead, it is the technologies and
mechanisms of the past which are
being 'transported' into the present
to create the illusion of a socialist
transition.
The old Mao-style political cam 
paign and M aoist m ass lin e
strategies have made a comeback as
policing strategies. They are joined,

p ro m in en tly in C h in ese p o lice
strategies. Long before the massacre,
Chinese police were resorting to a
combination of Maoist-style masslin e tech n iq u es and cam paigns
coupled with new draconian penal
ties to deal with a rising rate of crime
which they blamed on the economic
reform program . New c rim in a l
forms seemed to be taking shape
and, in order to deal with these, a
num ber of inn ovation s were at
tem pted, the m ost im portant of
which were:
* harsher penalties for those crimes
w hich were targeted by the police,
* intermittent large scale campaigns
against these target crimes.
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* the strengthening and extension of
the role of the mass-line organisa
tions.
To redress the problem of city-based
recidivism — said to have become
seriou s in the econ om ic reform
period—a form of banishment was
in tro d u c e d : targ eted c rim in a ls
would be forced to remain at the
prison site even after their sentences
had been com pleted. W hile this
policy was in itself nothing new, its
morB specialised use against certain
target crim inal activity was. In the
early 1980s the targeted crim inal
group was the city-based recidivist.
By 1984 a new target emerged'—cityb ased c rim in a ls w ho had been
rounded up in the 1983 campaign
against street crime and, after the 4
June disturbances, political activists
in Beijing were also reported to have
been targeted.
Attempts to introduce banishment
as a means of solving target crime,
how ever, w ere in v ariab ly short
lived. There were two main reasons
for this. Firstly, such measures were
increasingly opposed by the prison
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au th orities them selv es for su ch
policies made the task o f controlling
the prison more difficult. After all,
criminals targeted for this special
treatment had little to gain from
being model prisoners and instead
qu ite often b eca m e d isru p tiv e.
Secondly, for com m unity p olice
there was limited propaganda value
in such measures. Because of their
draconian nature and China’s fear of
international criticism such policies
were never made public. As they
remained secret the deterrent effect
of such measures was limited, Con
sequently, for the community, police
p u b lic ly p ro m u lg a ted h a rsh e r
penalties for target crimes coupled
w ith p o litic o -e d u c a tio n a l cam 
paigns around the issue as the way
forward. It is this type of campaign
style policing w hich was pursued
throughout the reform period and
has been a prominent feature of the
post-4 June policing strategy.
At the 3rd plenum o f the 11th central
com m ittee in 1978, Prem ier Hua
Guofeng signalled the end of mass
style campaigns."Large scale tur
bulent class struggle of a mass kind."
he said, "had, in the main, come to
an end. ’’ In saying this, Hua was only
partly right. Since the ’technology’
of the campaign found a new home
in the mass-line policing strategies
of the Public Security Ministry. The
best example of this large scal8 tur
bulent campaign style policing was
the 1983 campaign against street
crim e. T h e 1983 cam paign was
predicated on certain legal changes
designed to facilitate easier arrests,
detentions and prosecutions of tar
get criminal groups. Sections of the
criminal code were suspended, the
sentences for certain types of crime
increased dramatically and the trial
procedures speeded up. The right of
defence and the right of appeal were
limited. This campaign proved to be
something of a model for later polic
ing campaigns.
There are clea r in d icatio n s that
similar sorts of methods have been
adopted b o th in the cam paign
against the pro-democracy move
ment and in the long tunning cam
paign against corruption. While few
details of the former campaign have
been officially announced, the party
has been only too keen to highlight
the scale and success of the drive

against corruption. Consequently,
the Chinese press reported that be
tween January and June 1989, some
64,584 cases of corruption were in
vestigated leading to over 10,000
c o n v ic tio n s . In re le a sin g su ch
fig u re s , th e p arty h o p es to
demonstrate that it is actively cam
paigning against one of the central
c o n cern s o f the p ro-dem ocracy
Tiananm en dem onstrators: cadre
co rru p tio n . The an ti-corru p tion
campaign, then, is part of a party
campaign to re-legitimise its role in
the aftermath of 4 June. Thus, while
the anti-corruption campaign ap
pears as a policing activity, its politi
cal dimensions are never far from
the surface.
Similarly, the campaign against ‘the
six evils’ (/iu hai) cannot be regarded
as apolitical. This campaign against
the evils of prostitution, pornog
rap h y, tra d in g in w om en and
children, growing, using and trading
in narcotics, gambling and engaging
in superstitious activities should be
seen as part of the party's attempt
(along with the resurrection of Mao
and Lei Feng) to reassert its moral
leadership. By May 1989 the ‘six
e v ils ' cam p aign and the d rive
against corruption were wed into a
single and much bigger campaign;
the yan da or severe strike campaign.
This campaign is said by Amnesty
International to be the “most severe
crack-down on crime since 1983”.
While there is little doubt that such
campaigns signal the erosion of legal
rights for the target criminal group
there is much more doubt surround
ing their long-term utility in reduc
ing the crime rate. After all, the
'campaign’ as a technique by which
to m o b ilise and p o litic is e ‘the
m asses’ clearly w asn’t all that suc
cessful in the past. In hindsight, it is
clear that the Maoist political cam
paigns of the past had little longterm
effect upon those within the party
said to be ’taking the capitalist road’.
Sim ilarly, the campaign style of
p olicing currently employed ap
pears to be having only a limited,
tem p o rary e ffe c t on the target
crim inal group. More importantly,
in relation to the current drive
against corruption, it is debatable
whether the campaign style of polic
ing is even a suitable response to this
ty p e o f c rim e , A fter a ll, the
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‘campaign’ as a mass line technique
drawn from the maoist, populist
past leads more toward the com
m un ity than tow ard the higher
e ch elo n s o f the party. Yet it is
precisely this latter domain that is
m ost in need of policin g if the
popular complaints about cadre cor
ruption are to be addressed. It is in
this respect that one discovers the
lim its of the mass-line. Yet it is this
mass tine in policing w hich, in
many respects, has become critical
ly im p o rta n t in th e p erio d of
economic reform.
There is little doubt as to the impor
tance of the so-called mass tine or
g an isatio n s in cu rre n t policing
strategies. The neighbourhood com
mittees, their public security com
mittees and public security small
groups and pacts play a critical role
in community policing. They are, in
fact, the backbone of local com
munity policing. An examination of
C hina’s policing figures explains
why. China has an extremely low
ratio o f p olice to people; 6 per
10,000 in the PRC as opposed to
Taiwan with 26 (1985 figures) per
10,000, the Soviet Union with 36,
Britain w ith 25 and the United
S tates w ith 28 per 1 0 ,0 0 0 . The
neighbourhood committee is there
fore an important instrument by
which to maintain social order in
China. T h is was the case before
econom ic reform and there are clear
in d ic a tio n s th at, as a resu lt of
econom ic reform, the duties of these
committees have actually increased.
As police workloads have increased
and the nature of crime has changed,
neighbourhood com m ittees have
been called upon to take over work
p re v io u sly the p reserv e o f the
regular p o lice force. City based
household registration is but one ex
ample; in many cities now it is the
neighbourhood committees which
more or less administer it. Apart
from su ch m undane d uties the
neighbourhood committee has also
been called upon to fulfil new roles.
Now they are required by law to help
maintain social order, help police
the birth control policy and help
educate the neighbourhood youth.
One of the ironies of the economic
reform process was that it resulted
in the strengthening of the mass line
organisations rather than their dis
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appearance. It should be noted,
however, that the mass-line in polic
ing was strengthened, not as a result
of the triumphant march forward of
socialism but, on the contrary, of a
crisis in policing brought on by
economic reform.
Will such resurrections, then, lead
China ‘back to the future’, back to a
popular/populist form of socialism?
Probably n o t, a lth o u g h th e se
measures will continue to function
adequately, to be maintained and
even extended. C am paigns w ill
lower—albeit temporarily— certain
types of crime and the expanded role

of the neighbourhood committees
w ill aid the police in maintaining
social order in the community. What
the mass line in policing is less com 
petent at doing—and in the present
political climate this is possibly a
fatal flaw— is policing middle and
high ranking party and government
officials who are involved in corrupt
practices.
The ultimate question, then, is not
whether we go ‘back to the future’
but whether the mass line in polic
ing is capable of doing anything
other than policing the masses. To
construct a means of policing the
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higher echelons of the party would
require a degree of political move
ment the current leadership is clear
ly not willing to countenance. In
place of reform, the current leader
ship offers to resurrect Lei Feng and
Mao. For all too many Chinese, how 
ever, Lei Feng and Mao are not a
means by which China can go ‘back
to the future' but are themselves
back in the past. For all too many
Chinese, it's now time to move for
ward.
MICHAEL DUTTON1teaches in political
science at Melbourne University.

Maintaining
the rage
A small voice of dissent
can still be heard in
China, and, according to
Linda Jaivin, it's
becoming louder,
without, it seems, the
party cadres noticing.
here's nothing like rock
'n roll fever to warm up
those cold B e ijin g
nights. Last February,
braving sleet and biting winds,
fans pocked the 18 ,0 0 0 -se a t
Workers' Stadium two nights in a
row for China's first rock festival.
Performing were six of the best of
the capital's 30-odd focal bands:
ihe all-female Cobra, the heavymetal Tang Dynasty, Breath, Cir
cumstances, ADO, and 1989.
When Wei Hua, lead singer of Breath
belted out her signature tune, “Don’t
Even Think of Stopping M e", the
audience exploded. As the former

Central Television newsreader sang,
tears streaming down her face, “I
will find a way to cast off these ropes
and take a hold of life; the sun will
shine down on m e,” the crowd
waved burning matches, cigarette
lighters and even flaming programs
in response.

commanding legions of screaming
fans.
Cui Jian, China’s No. l rock star, a
one-m an phen om en on in faded
army fatigues and work boots who
writes songs with titles like “Rock
for the New Long M arch” was one of
the sparks that ignited the prairie
fire of rock. A former trumpeter with
the Beijing Philharmonic, the baby
faced Mr Cui appeared on Beijing's
Central T elev ision in November
1985 singing what is still an enduringly popular tune, “Nothing to my
Name”.

There’s no doubt about it, rock is hot
in China. In a sense, yaogun (rock ’n
roll) is to young urban Chinese today
what ’misty poetry’ was to Chinese
youth of the early 1980s; a secret
language defying comprehension by
the adult establishment and a shared
code for self-expression that im 
plicitly rejects the values of official
culture. Even in its heyday, how 
ever, misty poetry enjoyed a limited
audience at best; rock reaches the
masses. And you can dance to it.

I want to give you hope
1 want to help make you free
But all you ever do is laugh at me,
'cause
I’ve got nothing to my name.

Rock in China has come a long way
since April 1985, when British pop
group Wham staged the nation’s first
rock concert and the few brave fans
who tried to dance in the aisles were
dragged off by police. Few observers
cou ld then have im agined that,
within a few years, China would
boast a fully fledged rock scene,
complete with home-grown bands.

A trend was bom. Beijing quickly
became the jinggangshan of Chinese
rock, a revolutionary bass area, if
you will, from which the rock mes
sage was spread. While rock has
reached many areas of the country,
including Lhasa, it remains primari
ly an urban phenomenon. The secret
of rock’s appeal was hinted at in the
1988 short story “The Rock 'n Roll
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