China’s challenge to the US is not ideological
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THE United States is deeply worried about the expected rise of China as a “rival,” although latter’s GDP is about one sixth of that of the former and its technology is much backward and far less competing. And, for that reason, it is still dependent on imports of many kinds of arms and machines. Henry Kissinger, America’s most outstanding right-wing diplomat, says China’s rise as a global power is inevitable and could lead to conflict unless Beijing and Washington decide to cooperate.

Kissinger, who unfreezed Sino-US relations more than three decades ago when he went to Beijing as secretary of state on a secret mission arranged by Pakistan in 1971, said on April 3: “When friends and colleagues in the United States talk about the rise of China and the problems it presents to us, I say the rise is inevitable. There is nothing we can do to prevent it and there is nothing we should do to prevent it. When the centre of gravity moves from one region to another and another country becomes suddenly very powerful, what history teaches you is that conflict is inevitable. What we have to learn is that cooperation is essential.”

Kissinger looks at Sino-American relations as a challenge to build a new international system based on human insight and cooperative action to “avoid catastrophe.” He made these observations during the course of a lecture to the Chinese Academy of Sciences in Beijing.

There is no denying the fact that if the United States sees China as the next challenge, it will be, when it materialises, a classical great power rivalry. But one thing is certain it will not pose the kind of threat to America’s social system or ideology which the Bolshevik revolution did to Russia’s. It is so because China, although it has not yet transited to capitalism, internal dynamics of its economic system, with the expanding role of its private sector and the market within, impel it in that direction. The fact remains that a backward country can industrialise itself by an intensive mobilisation of its people under the leadership of the communist party; it cannot make a transition to socialism while remaining part of the world capitalist market.

History shows various revolutions, led by the communist parties, have ultimately turned out to be capitalist, not socialist. The Russian Revolution, generally recognised as a major turning point in history, also ultimately ended with a whimper. Millions had died to bring the communists to power and to keep them there. Tens of millions had their lives over-turned but how easy it was for the leadership to “restore” capitalism there.

The revolution was made by thousands and thousands of dedicated idealists, led by an intellectual galaxy –Lenin, Trotsky, Bukharin, etc. Yet it could finally be buried, without any serious opposition, by a worthless man like Yeltsin

Chinese Revolution required similar sacrifices and, in fact, a much longer struggle. Today, it finds itself in a situation where it has to accept a growing share of foreign capital in its investments and deliberately under-values its exports, a sort of “primitive accumulation” by means of the world market.

Of course, the over-turning of the communist rule in Eastern Europe was a natural extension of the developments in Russia because those regimes, except the ones in Albania, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, had been installed by the Soviet army.

The most remarkable aspect of this rollback or compromise is that the workers of these countries, who were supposed to be the ruling classes there, did not raise a finger to save “their rule” or the regimes which were said to be constructing socialism. The least unsatisfactory explanation for the dilution, collapse or dissolution of these collectivist systems appears to be the theory of bureaucracy, first formulated by Trotsky and, later, refined and developed by the West European Marxists. Not only was Russia backward at the time of the revolution but the Great War and the subsequent civil war had severely disrupted and crippled whatever material basis of existence there had been.

Moreover, the Russian working class, which had made the revolution under the leadership of the Bolsheviks, had been almost totally wiped out in the civil war. The “red” army was now composed mainly of peasants. Thus, the Bolsheviks set out to build socialism, or at least take the path to socialism, without having either a material basis for it or even the class whose ideology socialism was said to be.

The Bolsheviks decided to build this basis through a high level of accumulation, with emphasis on rapid industrialisation, mainly the heavy industry. Sufficient attention was not paid to establishing new relations of production within the process of production itself. The state or collective ownership of the means of production and the absence of private capital were considered sufficient proof of the existence of socialist relations. This emphasis on material construction to the exclusion of political evolution meant that the relations of the workers to the means of production remained a wage-relationship. Worse, the forcible collectivisation of land and the imposition of a high rate of tribute upon the peasants, recognised openly by some as “primitive accumulation”, subjected them to intense exploitation. Of course, this exploitation then spread to the workers themselves.

On the other hand, the managers and technicians, who guarded the abstracted productive experience of the working class, confronted the workers with that abstracted knowledge as a means of dominating them, as do the managerial bourgeoisie in the capitalist countries. The managerial stratum and the party bureaucracy backing it constituted the new ruling class, based upon the control of the state-owned means of production. This class took a large proportion of the surplus produced by the working class. As a result, the total income, as opposed to the nominal salary, of a senior bureaucrat was up to forty times that of an unskilled worker.

The low wages of the industrial workers and the still lower incomes of the collective farmers enabled the bureaucracy to divert a large part of investment into heavy industry, leaving a low level of consumption for the masses, whose meagre incomes constituted a low demand for the consumer goods anyway. This, on the one hand, necessitated a political dictatorship in order to force the workers to work for penurious wages and, on the other, permitted the bureaucracy to accumulate at a high rate, until the crisis of over-accumulation brought the Soviet Union itself down.

In China too, the bureaucracy was able to acquire power, no doubt, because of the country’s backwardness. Mao Zedong made a desperate attempt in the “cultural revolution” to overthrow it. It never had a chance of success.

The questions one may ask are why did the workers accept exploitation and why did they not try to save the existence of the Soviet Union or the socialist system of China from being diluted? The reason is that it is not just a question of a high proportion of surplus being surrendered by the workers to sustain a high rate of accumulation. Even more important for the worker is the concomitant alienation.

The surplus value amounts to about half of the new value in the advanced industrialised countries. In the Soviet Union, it was well above that during the first five-year plans and was high until the end of the union. Some of it went into the collective consumption like housing, arts, child-care centres, health services etc. But the net surplus was still above half of the net value. The penury of the worker was made acute by very low investment in the consumer-goods industry, as, then, the worker could not realise the full value of even the pittance that he received. Moreover, since the period of “socialist construction” or the construction of the material basis of socialism is the period of state capitalism, according to Lenin, the worker’s relation to the process of production is still governed by the law of value.

Thus when he sells his labour-power as a use-value, he really sells himself, since his capacity to work cannot be separated from him, i.e. he sells his subjectivity, which can never be objectified. As Marx puts it: “he alienates his life as a means to sustain his life.”(Grundrisse, p.239).

The French Marxist, Michel Henry, explains it thus: “man, in producing goods, also produces the social relations in which he produces. --- Man is a product of his own productive activity. Social conditions produced by these activities are the conditions of these activities.” Thus the alienation of the product of the worker’s labour itself creates the conditions in which he can work only on the condition of continued alienation. And consciousness of alienation is, according to Hegel, another form of thought itself.

The result is that the worker continues to feel exploited during the period of “socialist construction”. Therefore, the change of the system to market economy or private capitalism does not bring a sense of change in his social condition to him. In fact, it may partly liberate him by at least ending the endless political mobilisation. Why should he defend a system which alienates his subjectivity as much as does capitalism?

It is alleged that China’s aid to the Third World countries and its investments there are governed by commercial principles. True, investments by Chinese firms abroad are evaluated in terms of the prevailing rate of profit, as is done in the recipient countries themselves. But the aid is usually on soft terms.

However, the evaluation of the both is done by the law of value because the economies of China and other socialist countries have not yet transcended that law internally and the relationship of the workers there to the means of production remains essentially that of wage-earners.


