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1
Introduction: Understanding the 

Left in the People’s Republic

Left-wing mobilizations and politics carry the possibility of over-
coming capitalist exploitation, patriarchal oppression, and other 
forms of discrimination and violence. The People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) itself is the result of a left-wing revolutionary attempt 
led by the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) to accomplish that, 
but much has changed since its founding in 1949. The CCP regime 
has since gone through several transformations, abandoning its 
left-wing agenda and suppressing left-wing opposition on the way.

In this introduction, I lay out the terms and perspectives used in 
this book. In the first section, I discuss why a narrative and analysis 
of the history of the oppositional left in the PRC is relevant for 
left-wing politics today, and I outline the initial questions for my 
analysis. In the second section, I go back in history and describe 
how the global left emerged from the social struggles of the nine-
teenth and the twentieth century. In the third section, I lay out a 
method of how to visualize the left in graphs that show its compo-
sition in a particular period and region (Figure 1 and Figure 2). In 
the fourth section, I describe the origins of the left in China before 
and shortly after the CCP took power in 1949, and I use the fifth 
section to map out the main arguments of the ensuing chapters.

INITIAL QUESTIONS AND PERSPECTIVES

At first sight, the question of what and who is the left in the PRC 
might seem to be an easy one. Today’s leaders of the CCP still refer 
to Marxism as their ideological base and claim that the PRC and 
its political and economic system are socialist. They draw on the 
strong position of the party and the state in the economy and on 
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the promotion of welfare measures, two aspects which are often 
identified with socialism and left-wing politics. Liberal opposi-
tional forces in the PRC itself, activists in the 2019 Hong Kong 
protest movement, and various observers outside the China circle 
also consider the PRC socialist today and describe the CCP as left-
wing, referencing the authoritarian Leninist rule of the party, for 
instance.

Is the CCP a left-wing force? First of all, I use a broad and his-
torical definition of what I understand as left-wing. I include most 
concepts or practices that have criticized capitalist exploitation 
and inequality as well as forms of discrimination and oppression 
from positions that are described or self-conceived as left-wing. I 
include actors who promote such left-wing concepts or practices 
regardless of whether they actually attack all forms of exploitation 
and discrimination or not.1 

The CCP comes out of a left-wing tradition of social struggles in 
the 1920s and followed a Marxist-Leninist agenda with the aim of 
establishing a “worker and peasant state.” After it came to power 
in 1949, the CCP regime under Mao Zedong set up a planned 
economy and “dictatorship of the proletariat” in the socialist 
period until the late 1970s. In that sense, the CCP can be consid-
ered left-wing in a Marxist-Leninist form during that period.

In the late 1970s, the CCP regime dominated by Deng Xiaoping 
started “market reforms.” Subsequently, it gave up its Maoist class 
struggle strategy and rhetoric and orchestrated the country’s full 
transition to capitalism up until the 1990s. Since then, the party 
has overseen the integration of the PRC’s economy into the global 
economy, offering its vast (migrant) labor power for exploita-
tion by domestic and foreign capital. As a matter of fact, in recent 
decades, the CCP leadership has become the core of a ruling class 
in a capitalist and authoritarian system and has used racist, sexist, 
and colonial forms of discrimination and oppression against its 
internal migrants, women*, and ethnic groups.2 Thus, the party 
cannot be described as left-wing today.

What about other left-wing forces in the PRC’s seventy-year 
history? My focus in this book is the complex dialectic of social 
struggles and left-wing organizing. On the one hand, left-wing 
issues, demands, and practices shaped social struggles. Workers, 
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for instance, regularly fought for better conditions or attacked 
the cadres for their arbitrary or abusive management style and 
demanded (more) control over the means of production. These are 
progressive aims, but that does not mean that these workers and 
their struggles were not otherwise ambivalent and often contradic-
tory with regard to left-wing goals. 

On the other hand, when writing about the left in the PRC, I refer 
to the multitude of different individuals, groups, or currents that 
represent various left-wing positions and have been going through 
conflicts and splits. These actors, organizations, or currents are no 
less ambivalent, promoting left-wing politics as well as other posi-
tions that contradict left-wing goals, for instance, nationalism or 
authoritarianism.

In a country like Germany, for instance, the left includes a range 
of currents—social democrats, socialists, anarchists, and com-
munists of various kinds. In the PRC, neither during the socialist 
period nor afterwards, did the CCP regime allow the open devel-
opment of such organized political currents besides the CCP itself. 
However, during and after social mobilizations “from below,” left-
wing criticisms and demands were voiced—outside the party and 
its mass organizations, but also inside. Workers, peasants, women*, 
students, and others engaged in debates and protests promoting 
left-wing views and desires. They formed left-wing groups, move-
ments, or currents, and demanded material improvements or even 
criticized the exploitative or oppressive nature of the CCP regime.

How do I analyze the PRC’s “other” and oppositional left in 
this book? There are various ways to look at the trajectory of left-
wing activity in the PRC. Some readers might expect a history of 
left-wing ideas and concepts or of the ideological battles between 
leftists inside and outside of the CCP, for instance, during and 
after the Cultural Revolution involving the “ultra-leftists” around 
the Gang of Four or during and after the transition to capitalism 
in the 1990s involving the New Left. Others might want to read 
how ideological roots in prominent leftist currents like anarchism 
or Trotskyism (re-)surfaced in social struggles or leftist debates, 
or how they challenged the CCP leadership’s rather fluid inter-
pretations of Maoism. Such a history of political thought and its 
reflection in political debates or organizations makes sense if the 
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aim is to understand what certain politicians, intellectuals, or 
groups thought—it says less about what they did. Thus the ideo-
logical twists and turns are not my topic here. I do not want to 
discredit the analysis of ideological debates and their relation to 
historical events as such, but studying them is, at worst, no more 
than a mental exercise that earns an author academic credit.

I chose a different approach for this book. The focus of my narra-
tive and analysis is on important social struggles and the left-wing 
debates, currents, demands, and practices they inspired.3 In each 
chapter, I first describe the origins and composition of a particular 
(cycle of) social struggle, the forms of organizing and the protest-
ers’ demands. I then turn to the regime’s reactions, its methods to 
diffuse or halt the struggle. This tells us about the dynamic of con-
flicting interests between social protesters with left-wing demands 
and the CCP regime that tried to strengthen its rule. And I also 
look at the involvement of left-wing actors, groups, or currents that 
the social struggle inspired or triggered, their positions, demands, 
and tools.

Why do I do organize the chapters in this way? One aim of this 
book is to provide a historiography of social struggles and left-
wing currents in the PRC, their potentials and their limitations. 
I focus on those struggles and currents that stood in opposition 
to the CCP regime or, at least, the leadership of party and state. 
I use the terms “oppositional” and “left-wing” in many cases to 
interpret and describe struggles and currents, but they do not nec-
essarily reflect self-descriptions of the protagonists. The role of 
(more or less) leftist factions or currents within the CCP—some 
with connections to extra-party movements or left-wing forces—
are mentioned where necessary, but their positions and debates are 
not a central topic of this book.4

Another aim is to put the relation between struggles and the 
left in their correct configuration: it is the social struggles of 
proletarian subjects against those in charge of economic or polit-
ical structures which form the ground on which left-wing ideas, 
debates, and practices develop. The latter might have an influence 
on further social struggles, but they are rarely the origin or the 
decisive impulse. The relation between social struggles or move-
ments and the left has always been a central issue for those engaged 
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in left-wing debates.5 Leftists often imagine that the correct left-
wing ideas and leaders constitute necessary conditions for struggles 
to spread and be successful, that they themselves could trigger and 
guide struggles, and surely many have tried to actually do that. 
Most often, though, that does not work.

The social struggles I analyze include different sorts of open 
protest, such as strikes or demonstrations, as well as more hidden 
forms of discontent and unrest. At times, they accumulated and 
formed protest waves or even more or less organized movements. 
Obviously, these social struggles were not necessarily left-wing 
as such but rife with discrepancies or contradictions, and they 
showed organizational or political limitations. In addition, par-
ticipants (or activists and leaders) might or might not have had 
explicit left-wing agendas and might or might not have been part 
of the political left. Social mobilizations or workers’ strikes could 
even include racist, sexist, and other discriminatory elements. 
However, most of the larger social mobilizations and protests in the 
PRC in the past seventy years, and certainly those I chose to look 
at in this book, included demands, tendencies, aims, or strategies 
that I understand as left-wing.6 And some of them either explicitly 
expressed left-wing aims or clearly triggered left-wing currents.

Before approaching the history of the “other” or oppositional left 
in the PRC, I will first look at the history of the term “left-wing” 
and propose a way to understand and visualize left-wing forces 
using a left/right graph.

THE MAKING OF THE (GLOBAL) LEFT

The use of the terms “left” or “left-wing” as a metaphor for pro-
gressive or emancipatory politics has its roots in the late eighteenth 
century. The idea first appeared during the French Revolution and 
was used as a description of deputies in the National Assembly who 
were against the king (sitting on the left) versus deputies support-
ing the king (sitting on the right). The distinction between political 
left and right was adopted in other countries too, and continued to 
shape political competition and conflict throughout the nineteenth 
century. With the expansion of capitalist relations and the making 
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of working classes, the conflicting left/right positions shifted from 
revolutionaries vs. royalists to socialists vs. reactionaries.

Regional factors shaped the specific dichotomies of left-wing 
attackers of the existing order vs. right-wing defenders of that 
order, and both camps developed different currents and posi-
tions. It should be noted that, besides the horizontal left/right 
metaphor, other metaphors and descriptions have been used to 
grasp the contradiction of social interests and classes or specific 
aspects of it: spatial metaphors like above/below, or front/behind; 
temporal descriptions like old/new or tradition/progress; func-
tional descriptions like order/disorder, paternalism/emancipation, 
or hierarchy/equality; and epistemological descriptions like irra-
tional/rational or natural/constructed. Limited space prevents me 
discussing all the similarities and differences here. After all, the 
left/right metaphor has been used more than others to specify, 
attack, or defend a particular political camp.

In the mid to late nineteenth century, when the political left 
consolidated and attacked capitalist relations and the state that 
defended them, it split into various currents. This took place not 
just in the core countries of capitalism at the time (among them 
Britain, Germany, France, and the U.S.), but also in peripheral or 
colonized parts of the world. Capitalist classes and working classes 
were both in the making, and the establishment of capitalist rela-
tions and their interconnection with patriarchal and feudal forms 
of oppression and exploitation created immense social misery. 
Also, they triggered social struggles in the form of strikes, riots, 
uprisings, and various forms of everyday resistance. These strug-
gles involved fierce debates on ways of organizing in labor unions 
or parties, on strategies for reform or revolution, on collabora-
tion with or rebellion against the state, and more. From the slave 
upheavals in Haiti in the late eighteenth century to the anti-colo-
nial movements in African countries in the mid-twentieth century, 
struggles against slavery, feudal, colonial, or capitalist oppression 
produced groups or currents that critically debated and developed 
left-wing ideas and concepts.

Around the globe, the left repeatedly split into several parts, 
most of which go back to debates and conflicts in the mid to late 
nineteenth century. I do not address the multitude of different 
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positions and nuances, so this will remain fairly rough: the first 
important division opened between a communist (and, at that 
time, social democratic or socialist) left on one side and various 
anarchist or libertarian left currents on the other. Most anarchists 
opposed, for instance, the communists’ hierarchical forms of polit-
ical organizing, their advocacy for the left’s involvement in or usage 
of the state, their idea of gradual changes (in stages) on the road to 
revolution (rather than its immediate realization), and later their 
affinity with nationalism and national liberation.7 

An important argument in the same period touched upon the 
role and rights of women*. The struggle was fought out in all parts 
of society and within all left-wing currents. While early femi-
nists argued for enforcing immediate gender equality as part of 
revolutionary change, the positions of male*-dominated left-
wing leaderships oscillated between opposing feminist demands, 
ignoring them, or treating gender discrimination as a secondary 
issue that would be solved in the (socialist) future.8

In the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, when 
working-class movements in some countries consolidated and 
social tensions led to revolutionary outbreaks, another import-
ant split deepened between a revolutionary left and a reformist 
left over the direction and means of social and political transfor-
mation. The revolutionary left opted for rupture, an escalation of 
social and political struggles, and the replacement of class rule. 
Both anarchists and Marxist-Leninists considered themselves part 
of the revolutionary left, but anarchist currents have remained 
marginal or only popular for brief periods within oppositional 
movements over the past 150 years.9 

It was the Marxist-Leninist camp which prevailed in import-
ant revolutionary movements as in Russia and China—and, when 
anti-colonial struggles from below pushed for changes after World 
War II, in many successful national liberation movements and 
postcolonial governments in the Global South. Marxist-Leninists 
typically argue for a transitional period between capitalism and 
communism in the form of socialism and a “dictatorship of the 
proletariat” that lays the groundwork in a given nation state for 
the establishment of communism in the (distant) future. When, 
in the twentieth century, Marxist-Leninist parties established 
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“actually existing socialisms” under pressure from domestic and 
foreign hostile forces—like the CCP in the newly founded People’s 
Republic in the early 1950s—the implementation of the “dictator-
ship of the proletariat” turned into the dictatorship of the party 
leadership. Oppressive policies or acts of domination that occurred 
during the socialist “dictatorship” in the name of the working class 
or “national liberation” could be justified by the future (commu-
nist) goal. Marxist-Leninist vanguard parties learned to defend 
the interests of a new socialist ruling class while keeping up their 
image as left-wing—even if they acted against domestic social or 
political movements with left-wing demands.

Meanwhile, the reformist left envisioned gradual change towards 
socialism through compromise with capitalist class rule in a par-
liamentary political system. Social democrats (or socialists) have 
dominated the reformist left and shaped government politics 
mostly in countries of the Global North with a “Western” demo-
cratic and capitalist system (built on colonialism). They wanted to 
improve the conditions of the exploited or repressed by adapting 
capitalist conditions (e.g. through welfare), and they looked for 
change within the existing system through elections and lobbying. 
In practice, social democratic parties’ participation in govern-
ments has led to the development of a political caste that claims 
to be left-wing even though it benefits largely from its positions of 
power and influence in the capitalist state.

Despite their differing strategies for transformation, social dem-
ocrats and Marxist-Leninists have had in common that they both 
have aimed to produce change through “modernization,” indus-
trialization, and “development,” usually with nationalist programs 
and through state interventions. When they took over power and 
were confronted with social pressure from below and oppositional 
left-wing groups or currents, reformist social democratic parties 
as well as revolutionary Marxist-Leninist parties revealed their 
repressive character—and, as we shall see in this book, the CCP is 
a telling example.

VISUALIZING THE COMPOSITION OF THE LEFT

I now look at ways to differentiate and systematize various left-
wing (and right-wing) political positions. My aim is to get a better 
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picture of social unrest and the variety of left-wing opposition it 
inspired in the PRC. To use the term “left-wing” for a particular 
political position or the concept of “the left” for a specific politi-
cal current or spectrum helps to identify political friends and foes. 
This identification is a basic condition for the debate and practice 
of left-wing political interventions. 

The left is a mass that (potentially) works together in order to 
overcome patriarchal capitalism which has created global inequal-
ity, injustice, oppression, and misery. In the case of the PRC, 
the CCP claims to (have) overcome capitalism by establishing 
socialism. At the same time, the CCP regime has been the direct 
adversary of oppositional (or regime critical) left groups within 
and around social protests and movements. 

So how can we clearly categorize the difference between a left-
wing socialist regime in power and social struggles and left-wing 
groups that oppose it? As an analytical tool, I use a two-dimen-
sional graph that illustrates the left-wing (or right-wing) political 
orientation of the various actors involved. Established forms of 
representing the composition and history of the left have mostly 
been applied to the left in capitalist countries, so the question I will 
pursue in this book is whether I have to adjust such representa-
tions of the left for the socialist or post-socialist PRC.

After World War II, it became common in politics, the media, 
and societies around the world to talk about the composition 
and relation of left-wing (as well as right-wing and centrist or 
moderate) political forces in countries with a capitalist system and, 
especially, those with a parliamentary form of democracy. Political 
parties, movements, or individuals were assigned to positions such 
as communist, socialist, liberal, conservative, or fascist. 

These positions can be placed on a simple left/right scale (see 
Figure 1).10 Such a categorization seems easy to apply. However, 
any group or individual on this scale features various attributes—
positions on social (in)equality, organizational democracy, global 
politics, individual and collective rights, and more. In order to 
define the location of an individual or group on this simple left/
right scale, these different attributes must be synthesized. As a 
result, Marxist-Leninists and anarchists, for instance, might find 
themselves at the same location on the scale, despite holding very 
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different positions on organizational democracy, for instance.11 
Right-wing groups, meanwhile, advocate authoritarian, repressive, 
and discriminatory policies which place them on the far right of 
the scale but they might also demand more welfare or some kind 
of distribution of wealth similar to groups placed on the left side 
of the scale.

For that reason, I propose a two-dimensional graph (Figure 2) 
to visualize different political positions. I suggest the horizontal 
axis as the first dimension to determine a group’s or an individu-
al’s position on exploitation and the distribution of wealth (with 
left-collectivist and right-exploitative as opposite attributes). 
The second, vertical axis and dimension shows the position on 
repression and the distribution of power (with egalitarian and 
authoritarian as opposite attributes).

The collectivist pole stands for non-exploitative, collective own-
ership of the means of production that promotes social equality 
and a society in which everyone is provided for according to their 
needs; the exploitative pole stands for supporting economic privi-
leges by taking advantage of others, and for supporting the ruling 
classes’ centralized control over the means of production and 
reproduction; the egalitarian pole stands for a non-hierarchical 
society in which people control and share power; and the author-
itarian pole stands for people’s lack of control over society and 
hierarchical rule.12

Such a two-dimensional graph can serve as a tool to illustrate 
and compare the positions of currents and movements placed 
according to their aims, demands, and practices. Figure 2 shows 

Figure 1 Simple left/right scale
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the example of a capitalist country in the Global North: the politi-
cal currents in post-World War II (West) Germany.13 

The groups and currents shown in the boxes left-collectivist/
egalitarian and left-collectivist/authoritarian were inspired by 
social movements and upheavals. Social democrat and socialist 
movements were born in social struggles and class confrontations 
in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century, as 
were Marxist-Leninists, who later controlled the post-World War 
II regime in East Germany. Smaller groups or organizations of 
Maoists, Trotskyists, Stalinists, class struggle anarchists, as well 
as libertarian or left communists were largely inspired by the 
students’ and workers’ movements in the late 1960s and early 1970s 
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(although some of them had earlier roots). Leftist feminists got a 
boost during the women*’s movement in the 1970s and 1980s, a 
time when the left-wing LGBTIQ* movement also became bigger. 
Autonomists, anti-imperialists, and later antifa were born out of 
the social movements (squatting, anti-war, anti-fascist, and more) 
in the 1980s.14

Such a diagram illustrates the relations of political forces in 
capitalist societies. These have existed in different forms of gov-
ernment, from what is usually called Western democracy to 
military regimes, both in the Global North and the Global South. 
The political spectrum in socialist societies in Eastern Europe or 
the Global South poses a challenge. What does it mean when the 
regime in power is (part of) the left or, at least, has a left-wing 
history? How do we grasp and visualize the relation between such 
a leftist regime and oppositional left-wing activities or move-
ments? In the case of the PRC, an additional problem is that the 
regime changed its composition and strategy after the late 1970s, 
moving the political and economic system from socialism to cap-
italism by the late 1990s.

The underlying thesis of this book is that the two dimensions, 
wealth and exploitation on the one hand, power and repression on 
the other, can be used as markers to characterize political groups 
in both socialist and capitalist societies. Before the transition to 
capitalism in the PRC was completed in the late 1990s, left-wing 
political forces opposed the socialist CCP regime and attacked 
exploitation, oppression, and discrimination. This touched the 
economic realm and especially relations of exploitation, (re)pro-
duction, and the distribution of wealth in a socialist society, as well 
as the relations of power, domination, and repression under the 
CCP regime. After the transition to capitalism was completed in 
the late 1990s, left-wing political forces opposed the capitalist CCP 
regime and attacked exploitation, oppression, and discrimination, 
again in the socio-economic realm of wealth distribution and the 
political realm of relations of power.

I return to this point and draw two-dimensional graphs of left-
wing groups and other political forces in the PRC in the concluding 
chapter (Figures 3 and 4, chapter 6). 


