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Between 1998 and 2003 I spent nearly two years in Shanghai reading
newly declassified government documents and talking to second-
ary school teachers about their work in the Mao era. As I pieced the
data together, four facets of faculty life loomed large. First, the pro-
tession contained a large number of people whom the state regarded
as politically suspect or professionally unprepared to be educators.
Second, a mixture of Communist Party members, most of them lack-
ing teaching experience, occupied school management. Third, despite
being banished from management, the prerevolutionary group of
school principals and administrators received the best salaries in the
schools. Fourth, a culture of distrust, disdain, and discontent pervaded
the faculty. Because schoolteachers transmit political beliefs, technical
knowledge, and moral values, they are critical to the reproduction of
any political rule. As the Chinese Communist Party was deeply en-
gaged in turning China into a modern socialist polity, China’s school-
teachers seemed like an enemy rather than ally of the state.

The unpropitious conditions in the schools stir up old and new
questions about China’s transition to socialism: Why did the Com-
munist state permit underqualified and questionable people to
partake in the reproduction of its rule? Why did it reward indi-
viduals whom it regarded as untrustworthy with higher salaries?
How common were these practices? How did the social friction
or discontent that they generated affect Communist political rule?
The fact that the teachers were alienated from one another and from
the state raises questions about their involvement in the Chinese
Cultural Revolution, if only because research and remembrance have
largely portrayed them as victims of student violence and abuse.
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More broadly, my findings stimulate questions on socialism and or-
ganizations. Two issues are particularly relevant: How did Marxism-
Leninism as a transformative ideology shape the development of or-
ganizations in socialist societies? How did this development in turn
influence the socialist project? For decades, research has depicted So-
viet-type societies in political as well as organizational terms as arche-
typal cases of the “hyperexpansion” of bureaucracy. Since the decline
of such societies some fifteen years ago, a dominant view has emerged
that their demise confirmed the vulnerability of rule by bureaucracy.
These understandings of Soviet-type societies have been traced to Max
Weber's teaching that the ascent of socialism must lead to the growth
of bureaucracy, an administration with the tendency to produce self-
aggrandizing officeholders and to become unresponsive to public de-
mand. Put simply, socialism apparently fostered the development of
bureaucracy only to be buried by it.

There is a major problem of theoretical interpretation with these
“Weberian” views on Soviet-type societies: Weber’s teaching on social-
ism and bureaucracy was not aimed at such societies. It was a rejoinder
to the reformist programs developed in Western Europe a century ago
that espoused extensive official intervention in the market. In this con-
text, he noted that socialism would advance the development of modern
bureaucracy, a type of work organization that had already penetrated
government and big businesses. Compared with traditional bureau-
cratic administrations, modern bureaucracy features a single hierarchy,
competent staff, impersonal norms, and other rational characteristics.
Weber never considered the Bolshevik revolution, which produced
the original Soviet-type society, a genuine socialist uprising. In fact, he
insisted that Bolshevik ideology and modern bureaucracy are incom-
patible, because class struggle against the bourgeoisie would reduce
the types of specialized knowledge and skill necessary for developing
rational administration. But Weber did not think that Bolshevik rule
would therefore lead to an upsurge of traditional forms of administra-
tion. He noted before he passed away that Bolshevism would engender
a form of administration different from modern bureaucracy as well
as traditional types of bureaucratic administration. Many analyses of
Soviet-type societies have misappropriated Weber’s understanding of
socialism and bureaucracy. Their critiques of bureaucracy in such so-
cieties resemble not his but the much less sophisticated thinking prof-
fered by Lenin, Trotsky, and later Mao.
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With the benetit of hindsight, this book expands on Weber’s under-
standing of modern bureaucracy to suggest that the historical transition
to socialism, indeed, produced a distinctive type of bureaucratic ad-
ministration—an institution in many ways the structural opposite of
modern bureaucracy. From a Weberian perspective, the institutionaliza-
tion of Marxist-Leninist systems of rule in the last century engendered
remarkably similar types of bureaucratic administration, with politi-
cal appointment, shortages of expertise, arbitrary discipline, and other
nonrational characteristics. T call this form of administration counter-bu-
reaucracy not only because it represented the antithesis of the Weberian
bureaucracy, but also because its operation was counterproductive to
the welfare of Soviet-type societies. Counter-bureaucratic administra-
tions imparted none of the benefits that modern bureaucracy can of-
fer to organizations and governments, that is, technical efficiency, staff
solidarity, and legitimate domination. Instead, they led to poor quality
of work, social friction, and political resentment in the labor force. Their
reproduction undermined the economic performance of such societies
as well as the self-legitimating capacity of the ruling regimes. It was a
principal reason behind the decline of Soviet-type societies.

To put this differently, as social revolutions based on Reason, the
Marxist-Leninist projects of the last century were tlawed from the begin-
ning. Influenced by Bolshevik ideology, the bearers of the revolutions,
the communist parties, created an administrative quagmire to achieve
their rational objectives of promoting technical progress, social equal-
ity, and human freedom. Within government and other institutions
that were supposed to establish ideas, values, and practices to maintain
mass support for the transition to socialism, the regimes normalized a
form of administration counterproductive to work efficiency, social sol-
idarity, and regime legitimacy. The decline of Soviet-type societies was
not caused by an excess of bureaucracy, as numerous commentators
have indicated. Quite the contrary: Marxist-Leninist regimes were not
bureaucratic enough. They failed to develop modern bureaucracy to
support their political authority, let alone help transform socialism into
a widely supported social system.

In the face of theoretical and practical developments after the decline
of Soviet-type societies, which has been marked by a state-and-society
dash for “free” trade, “open” market, privatization, deregulation, and
their supporting ideologies, this reevaluation of what have been called
“actually existing socialisms” is especially necessary. The demise of
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such societies—no doubt a cause for celebration—is dubious proof that
the state’s involvement in the economy must be kept to a minimum,
or that capitalism is the only alternative for building a viable modern
political economy. Despite the staggering resources Marxist-Leninist
regimes expended on strengthening the state’s role in society, they in-
stitutionalized not modern bureaucratic but counter-bureaucratic ad-
ministrations that militated against the provision of public goods and
the building of political consent. Actually existing socialisms were their
own enemies. Their demise, which has reinforced capitalist exploita-
tion globally, is not a moral, much less an analytical, reason for accept-
ing that we have reached “the end of history.”

In this book, I present an original case study of Shanghai secondary
schools as workplaces during the Mao era (1949-76). The difference be-
tween how these schools were run by the local government and what
Weber indicated to be modus operandi of modern bureaucracy is un-
mistakable. But my goal is not to merely illustrate the divergence. Af-
ter all, Weber left no doubt that the rational bureaucracy he described
is a theoretical construct. My argument is that the schools epitomized
counter-bureaucracy, a particular form of administration specific to
Marxist-Leninist systems of rule. To highlight the ubiquity, nuances,
and consequences of counter-bureaucracy in Soviet-type societies, 1
have included in this book comparative data on workplace organiza-
tion within Chinese officialdom and Soviet industry.

There are reasons for such research boundaries with regard to Chi-
na and the Soviet Union besides the obvious ones of personal interest
and practicality. First, China had an impoverished and mainly agrarian
economy like other countries taken over by Marxist-Leninist regimes
in the last century. Following the Bolsheviks in Russia, the Chinese
Communist leadership aggressively pursued industrialization and
ideological change, building and reorganizing governments, universi-
ties, newspapers, and so on. The Chinese experience thus serves as an
excellent starting point for studying the development of bureaucratic
administration within Marxist-Leninist systems of rule.

Second, the organization of the workplace is Weber's focus when
he delineated the features of modern bureaucracy. The reconstruction
of secondary schools as workplaces is central to any socialist project,
because the faculty and staff occupy a critical position in the transmis-
sion of the knowledge and values needed to produce and reproduce
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socialism as a legitimate social system. Studying the organization of
these schools should thus allow us to explore the composition and con-
sequences of the everyday bureaucratic administration developed in
socialist China.

Third, why Shanghai? Before the 1949 Communist revolution,
Shanghai was China’s preeminent urban center. It sheltered large num-
bers of capitalist establishments such as trading firms, factories, and
banks, many of which had overseas sponsorship or influence. The city
had a vibrant consumer culture that included a large market for illicit
pleasures. It was a political base for the ruling Nationalist Party and
housed governing bodies set up by foreign nationals. When the Chi-
nese Communist Party remade Shanghai, it confronted politically and
socially complicated situations that influenced the tactics of workplace
reorganization it would deploy elsewhere.

Fourth, the discussion of Chinese officialdom and Soviet industry
is intended to strengthen my contention that counter-bureaucracy was
endemic in Soviet-type societies. It is well known that Marxist-Lenin-
ist regimes strengthened the role of the state and disproportionately
invested in industry. By the late 1g50s, serious ideological differences
appeared between China and the Soviet Union. From the Chinese lead-
ers’ perspective, there was “continuous revolution” in their country
and “revisionism” in the Soviet Union. Identifying the reproduction of
counter-bureaucracy in the two privileged institutions of Chinese of-
ticialdom and Soviet industry before as well as after the two countries
departed ideologically should lend support to my argument.

The empirical materials presented in the following chapters are
drawn from four different sources: official documents of the Shanghai
municipal government; firsthand interviews with former schoolteach-
ers in Shanghai; Chinese-language scholarship, recollections of events,
and newspapers; and English-language research and writing on China
and the Soviet Union. The first two sources are particularly noteworthy.
They provide the materials for my case study of Shanghai secondary
schools.

In recent years, the Shanghai municipal government has been very
receptive to overseas researchers using its official archives. I have there-
tore been able to visit the Shanghai Municipal Archives and read large
volumes of heretofore inaccessible government documents that include
laws and official regulations, state plans and instructions, and reports
on people, compensation, political campaigns, and other issues related
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to the workplace. Written by party and state officials, the documents
reflect the government’s points of view. Their style, language, and level
of detail are not always consistent. After all, they were compiled by a
government whose leaders had not expected to take power as early as
they did and whose ideclogy remained in flux afterward. Unlike of-
ficial newspapers or materials for public consumption, however, these
internal documents frequently contain in-depth and critical analyses
of state policies, work establishments, and individual performance.
Products of a state apparatus obsessed with surveillance, they contain
a richness of data that cannot be found elsewhere. For my research,
I studied selected documents of the Shanghai Education Bureau from
the early 1950s to late 1960s. To understand general policy issues and
workplace conditions, I also consulted documents of various Shanghai
party and state agencies.

Besides archival research, I conducted over two hundred hours of
interviews with sixty-two retired or retiring teachers in Shanghai about
their work and lives before and after the 1949 revolution. I met the in-
terviewees through formal introduction by academic institutions or
snowball sampling. These interviewees joined the teaching profession
at different times in different circumstances. They are almost equally
divided between men and women. There were former school princi-
pals, school party secretaries, heads of instruction, and rank-and-file
instructors. About one-third of them had been Communist Party mem-
bers at some point during the period researched or throughout the en-
tire period. The topics of discussion included their social backgrounds,
occupational histories, political affiliations, and faculty experiences.
Although these people worked in the same profession or even the same
school or same kind of positions, they had different experiences that
official documents captured in a broad sense but often not as detailed,
effective, or poignant as their personal voices. Their unofficial perspec-
tives not only provided further evidence on the counter-bureaucratic
constitution of the campuses, but also helped me interrogate and cor-
roborate apparent factual statements on official documents.

This book is based on the doctoral dissertation I completed at the so-
ciology department of the University of California at Berkeley. I must
first and foremost thank Peter B. Evans. He encouraged me to explore
my own theoretical and intellectual interests and taught me the invalu-
able skills of social research, analytical thinking, and scholarly presen-
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tation. In the end, it is his pioneering Weberian analysis of the state
in developing economies that led me to Weber in order to deepen my
understanding of “actually existing socialisms.” At Berkeley, I had the
pleasure of working with Neil Fligstein, Thomas Gold, and Wen-hsin
Yeh. They provided excellent instruction and encouragement and read
and commented on many drafts of my thesis. I benefited from Michael
Burawoy’s and Jerome Karabel’s teaching and the friendship of the
staff in the sociology department.

Friends and colleagues have helped me turn my dissertation into a
book. Linus Huang has been reading my work and offering criticism
and encouragement for years. Helen Dunstan and Rana Mitter read
the entire manuscript and provided innumerable valuable comments
and advice. Robert Antonio shared his insights on Weber and taught
me ways to improve my theoretical approach. Steve Lopez took apart
my analytical framework many times and forced me to revise it. Timo-
thy Cheek and Julia Strauss advised me on engagement with existing
scholarship on China and state socialism. Ching Kwan Lee is a friend
and a mentor. She asked challenging questions that helped me refine
my analysis. Derrick Kwan provided assistance in the preparation of
endnotes and the index.

My colleagues in the China dissertation group at Berkeley have been
very supportive. They are David Fraser, Andrea Goldman, Shiao Ling,
Mark McNicholas, Eugenio Menegon, Ruth Mostern, Allison Rottman,
and Felicity Rufkin. I thank Robert Culp, Ka-ho Mok, Suzanne Pep-
per, Elizabeth Perry, David Priestland, S.A. Smith, Andrew Walder, and
Martin Whyte for advice at different stages of my research. T am grate-
ful to the participants in the China seminars at Oxford, SOAS, and Syd-
ney University. I have received encouragement from many friends for
many years. Shana Cohen, Rhonda Evans, Kim Lopez, Brian Powers,
Lauren Rogers, Chris Watson, and Simona Yee immediately come to
mind. My childhood friends, David Hon and David Yeung, have been
particularly supportive.

This research was mainly funded by the University of California.
A postdoctoral fellowship at the University of Oxford enabled me to
concentrate on research and writing. A summer fellowship at the Peter
Wall Institute of Advanced Studies of the University of British Colum-
bia helped me sharpen the theoretical vision in this book. I thank the
staff at the Center of Chinese Studies Libraries at Berkeley and at Ox-
ford and at the Universities Research Center of the Chinese University
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of Hong Kong. In Shanghai, the Shanghai Academy of Social Scienc-
es, East China Normal University, and Shanghai Municipal Archives
provided research support. I am most grateful to Li Yihai, Luo Suwen,
Tang Anguo, Wu Jue, Xie Anbang, Zhang Jishun, and Zhao Nianguo. I
am most indebted to the retired teachers whom I interviewed and who
will, however, remain anonymous. They kindly shared with me their
personal experience as once young men or women coming to terms
with a society that often seemed unfamiliar to themselves. Their in-
sights on life under Mao were critical to the completion of this book.

At Stanford University Press, I would like to thank Muriel Bell
for supporting this project. Muriel, John Feneron, and Kirsten Oster
guided me through the publication process. I am grateful to Mary Ray
Worley who copyedited the manuscript. Part of Chapter z appeared in
“The Hiring, of Rejects: Teacher Recruitment and the Crises of Social-
ism in the Early PRC Years,” Modern China 30(1): 46-80 (2004). Part of
Chapter 3 is based on my article “State Management of Careers, Work-
place Conflict, and Regime Legitimacy in Socialist China,” The Sociol-
ogy Quarterly 46(2): 359-84 (2005). Part of Chapter 5 appears in “The
Making of Chinese Intellectuals: Representations and Organization in
the Thought Reform Campaign,” The China Quarterly (forthcoming). 1
thank these journals for reprint permissions. Comparative Studies of So-
ciety and History allows me to use material from my article “Leninist
Reforms, Workplace Cleavages, and Teachers in the Chinese Cultural
Revolution,” 47(1): 106—33 (2005).

My greatest gratitude goes to my mother and late father. They had
difficulty understanding why I did not have a stable income for years
and worried that T would never find a decent job. Nevertheless, they
persevered in their support of my “reckless” pursuit, often financially.
My brothers, Edwin and Edmond, and my sisters-in-law, Angela and
Flora, are always there for me, even though I have seldom reciprocated.
This book is dedicated to my family.



