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The social-science paradigms that China scholars employed in former decades
do not adequately fit China as of the 1990s. Western scholars today find
themselves struggling to reconceptualize the workings of a Party-state that no
longer directly dominates society and of an economy that no longer can be
classified as ‘Leninist command’. Observers of China find themselves faced
with a system in free-fall transition to some system as yet unknown, to the
point that it often becomes difficult to analytically frame what is occurring at
present, let alone attempt analyses of China’s probable future.

A concept that is of considerable assistance in making sense of the
ongoing shifts is ‘corporatism’. It does not provide an all-encompassing
framework for everything occurring in China today, but it does seem to hold
strong explanatory value for some of the more important trends. The concept
has already been aired (almost entirely in the pages of this journal) in relation
to a few specific types of organization in China,! but the multifaceted nature
of corporatism’s spread in the PRC has not yet been analysed. Nor has the
emergence of corporatist associations in China been viewed in comparative
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perspective. Most relevant in this latter respect would be the corporatist
experiences of the East Asian capitalist states that China increasingly is
looking toward as development models.

The Nature of Corporatism

In an ideal-type corporatist system, at the national level the state recognizes
one and only one organization (say, a national labour union, a business
association, a farmers’ association) as the sole representative of the sectoral
interests of the individuals, enterprises or institutions that comprise that
organization’s assigned constituency. The state determines which
organizations will be recognized as legitimate .and forms an unequal
partnership of sorts with such organizations. The associations sometimes even
get channelled into the policy-making processes and often help implement
state policy on the government’s behalf.2

Corporatism, moreover, usually involves more than just a working
relationship between the state and the associations representing interest
groups. An actively interventionist state often helps to organize the relations
between the various sectoral organizations. It bases its intervention as a grand
arbiter or mediator on the premise that the government is the guardian of the
common good, of a national interest that supersedes the parochial interests of
each sector. Yet within such a corporatist framework, the state does not
attempt to dominate directly. It leaves some degree of autonomy to the
organizations within each of their respective spheres of operation. But to
ensure that the compacts and agreements achieved at the top get implemented
effectively, it demands that the organizations exercise some discipline and
control over their own memberships.

2 Many social scientists have only employed the term ‘corporatism’ within a Western
liberal capitalist context, and assume that it necessarily entails a voluntary triangular
capital/labour/state arrangement. Philippe C. Schmitter, the most eminent of the theorists
of corporatism, warns against any such definition that is ‘so narrowly attached to a single
political culture, regime-type or macrosocietal configuration that it becomes, at best,
uniquely descriptive rather than comparatively analytic’. See Schmitter, ‘Still the
Century of Corporatism?’, in Fredrick B. Pike and Thomas Stritch (eds), The New
Corporatism: Social-Political Structures in the Iberian World (Notre Dame: University
of Notre Dame Press, 1974), p.86. Schmitter has devised a one-sentence core definition
of corporatism that is often quoted in papers on the topic and that will serve as the
touchstone for our own use of the concept: ‘Corporatism can be defined as a system of
interest representation in which the constituent units are organized into a limited number
of singular, compulsory, noncompetitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally
differentiated categories, recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and granted
a deliberate representational monopoly within their respective categories in exchange for
observing certain controls on their selection of leaders and articulation of demands and
supports’ (Schmitter, ‘Still the Century of Corporatism?’, pp.93-4.)
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Corporatism is usually depicted as counterpoised to democratic pluralism
and free market forces. Indeed, the term was initially associated with Fascist
governments during the 1930s. But in recent decades, corporatism has been
used to describe a broad variety of political arrangements under governments
both democratic and blatantly undemocratic, from Britain and Australia’ to
Japan to Latin America, and even to describe certain aspects of Communist
rule in Romania, Poland and the Soviet Union.4 Corporatist mechanisms, in
short, do not define a political system: a polity can contain corporatist
elements and at the same time be a dictatorial Communist Party regime, or an
authoritarian Third World government, or a liberal parliamentarian state.

Among the different types of institutional arrangements that come under
the rubric of corporatism, the side of the spectrum that democracies such as
Australia, Britain and Japan occupy is often referred to as liberal or societal
corporatism, in that the leaders of the peak associations are beholden to their
memberships, not the state, and the state is not directly in a position to dictate
the terms of agreement between sectors. Ronald Dore sees this type of
corporatism as involving institutionalized bargains struck between consenting
parties in an effort to balance between their own group interests and the gains
for all to be had from a wider public interest.’

At the other end of the spectrum from such societal corporatism lies what
is variously called authoritarian or state corporatism, where the weight of
decision-making power lies very heavily on the side of the state. Under state
corporatism, the government may even take charge of creating and
maintaining all of the corporatist organizations and may grant itself the power
to assign and remove their leaders at will. Often such ‘representative
organizations’ serve a function of pre-empting the emergence of autonomous
organizations. The watchword of state corporatism is top-down control.

3 As just one example of what was clearly a corporatist arrangement, in Australia
throughout most of the 1980s the government brought the national union federation and
the peak employers’ associations to the table to hammer out a uniform national wages
and conditions-of-employment package called the Accord, under the very activist
coaxing of government ministers.

4 Writings on East European socialist corporatism include Daniel Chirot, ‘The Corporatist
Model and Socialism’ [Romania], Theory and Society, n0.9 (1980), pp.363-81; Valerie
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Corporatism?’, in Donald Kelley (ed.), Soviet Politics in the Brezhnev Era (New York:
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What both ends of this corporatist spectrum hold in common is the notion
that organized consensus and cooperation are needed, in contrast to the
divisive competition and conflict entailed by pluralist interest-group models of
organization. Harmony is the catchword of a corporatist system, regardless of
whether this harmony is truly consensual or imposed from above. And it is
very often a goal-oriented harmony, orchestrated to serve a national mission.
Corporatist solutions are apt to be sought during wartime or by regimes that
stress rapid economic development, guided and spurred by a government
simultaneously dedicated to enforcing political and social stability.

Corporatism in East Asia

The capitalist states of East Asia fit this scenario. Japan, Taiwan and South
Korea each erected strongly authoritarian corporatist structures during periods
of intensive development and amidst perceived threats from abroad. Over
time, as shall also be seen, internal and external pressures have pushed these
states more in the direction of societal corporatism. A question that we will
seek to answer is whether China, which has inherited the very different type of
authoritarianism that is associated with Communist Party regimes, is now
beginning to adopt some of the state corporatist attributes that had been
common to these East Asian neighbours. We will also investigate whether
some of the features of societal corporatism that more recently have emerged
within the East Asian genre of corporatism are also beginning to emerge in
China today.

Japan, the earliest model of East Asian development, and later Taiwan
and South Korea had been intent, like China today, upon rapid development,
each government in turn confronting the obstacles faced by late
industrializers. State involvement in securing a competitive edge for industry
— which this century has extended to the point of corporatism — has made
particular sense where the development strategy was not merely protectionist
in nature but aggressively export-oriented. And, notably, the paths to industrial
development of the East Asian countries — including China of late — have
been strongly export-oriented.

These East Asian governments shared a common advantage in adopting
state-corporatist solutions: every one of them already possessed well-
organized bureaucracies with established traditions. Moreover, on the eve of
their developmental pushes they were ‘hard’ states, with systems of
government that were largely autonomous from, and relatively immune to,
interest-group pressures. The Meiji Restoration in nineteenth century Japan
had brought a government to power that was not beholden to any powerful
constituencies and that was determined to preserve Japanese independence
through state-inspired modernization. From the mid-1940s onward the exiled
Kuomintang government on Taiwan was positively hostile toward the island’s
indigenous constituencies and interest groups. It sought to preserve its own
political hegemony by keeping them weak and subordinate to the state. The



