THE STRUGGLE TO DICTATE CHINA’S
ADMINISTRATION:
THE CONFLICT OF BRANCHES vs AREAS vs REFORM

Jonathan Unger*

Our past economic system was one of Branches ( %x4%) and Areas (HtHt)... In

weighing whether the direction of each reform measure is correct or not we have to see

whether it succeeds in cracking and weakening the sway of the Branches and Areas or
whether it reinforces them.

Zhao Ziyang,

15 March 19861

For three decades, China’s administrative organisation was dominated by two
very different types of organisational framework: the Branches and Areas to
which Zhao Ziyang refers. The Chinese system of government normally has
utilised both administrative frameworks simultaneously. But in many respects, as
we shall see, they comprised mutually incompatible organisational principles,
and Chinese politics repeatedly revolved around the issue of which of them
would predominate.

The first of these frameworks, in which the ministries held the decision-
making powers and directives came down through the hierarchic chain of

* Thanks are due to Maurice Brosseau, Anita Chan, Gene Dorris, Edward Friedman, Frank
Pieke, Tony Saich, Dorothy Solinger, and Eduard Vermeer for their comments on earlier
drafts of this paper. Much of the research was accomplished while I was a Visiting Professor
at Leiden University’s Sinological Institute, and thanks are due, too, to the Institute’s staff.

1 Renmin ribao [People’s Daily, hereafter RMRB], 17 March 1986, p.1.
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command, was encapsulated in a slogan, ‘The Branches Dictate’ (tiaotiao
zhuanzheng). Tiaotiao suggests straight lines and thus, in the bureaucratic
context, each branch of industry’s top-down chain of command.2 Under the
‘Branches Dictate’ formula, the Party Politburo would make the broad policy
decisions at the top, and the major planning, financing and supervisory
responsibilities would be centred in the national ministries and their regional
branch offices, with directives flowing downward and outward to the localities.

Alternatively, at the other extreme, administration could be implemented
through the organisational formula called ‘Areas Dictate’ (kuaikuai zhuanzheng).
While the Politburo at the top again made the broad decisions, the Party
committee of each region would hold direct responsibility over the multifaceted
activities within its boundaries; and in turn, each lower Party committee would be
responsibile for all the decisions affecting its own smaller regional area.

Different types of officials had always preferred one or the other of these
administrative systems. Under the Branches Dictate system, the day-to-day
decisions in a ministry or bureau or branch office would be made by people
whose authority was based on their administrative or technical expertise. To
oversee these ‘experts’, people with Party credentials were placed in each bureau
as political supervisors, as ‘reds’. But they were in a bureaucratic milieu where
either they were out of their depth or where, frequently, they adjusted and
adopted as their own the priorities and values pertinent to their bureau’s work.

Mao distrusted these political personnel and the Branch bureaucracies in
which they had been submerged. He felt, apparently, that they had begun to
regard orderly administration as a goal, which in effect would place them in
opposition to the continued transformations of the economy and society that Mao
so grandly and dogmatically envisioned. Mao and his closest followers instead
preferred the Areas Dictate model, partly because it brought into play the
strengths of ‘reds’ as reds. The Party has always been strong as a geographically
defined authority: as a provincial committee or a county, city, commune, or
village (production brigade) committee. Relinquishing a comprehensive range of
responsibilities to an area meant that a Party committee rather than professional
ministry functionaries — the ‘reds’ rather than the ‘experts’ — would establish the
priorities and set the tone, would promulgate the local policy decisions and
control and allocate the financing.

A Party committee, because it incorporates the powerbrokers who control the
various spheres of local activity, has the capacity to co-ordinate across branches

2 Throughout the 1970s the various US government translation series such as Survey of China
Mainland Press and Selections from China Mainland Magazines tended to erroneously
translate the phrase tiaotiao zhuanzheng as ‘the dictatorship of rules and regulations’, which
often seriously distorted the meaning of the translated articles. Caveat emptor.
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inside each given geographic area. Moreover, because of its direct political
command over the various grass-roots Party committees, an Area-based Party
committee is well positioned to initiate mass mobilisation and to manage the
upsurges of political campaigns. In all this the Areas Dictate model of
government differs markedly from the Branches Dictate model which, as a
complex multi-layered bureaucracy of a type more familiar to the West, assumes
routine administration and bureaucratically planned economic development.

While the Branches Dictate structure could provide a nationwide co-
ordination of effort within a given industry/branch through its centrally integrated
top-to-bottom linkages, it proved cumbersome in co-ordinating economic
activities across branch/industry lines.3 Partly for that reason, administrators
under Branches Dictate preferred to invest heavily in enormous factories. It was
easier for a ministry to tightly control, from above, a relatively small number of
massive plants — factory complexes that were large enough to control resources
and undertake industrial processes that ordinarily would have lain within the
domain of the local Area or another ministry.

In almost all ways, Branches Dictate was better suited than Areas Dictate to
the operation of such large modern factories. That was particularly so with plants
which needed inputs brought in from a distance, supplied national markets,
required high technology with exact specifications, and handled complex
industrial processes of a type that necessitated reams of precise regulations.

The Areas Dictate framework, by contrast, implied economic de-
centralisation set by the boundaries of the various geographic areas controlled by
regional and local Party committees — for Areas Dictate faced administrative
difficulties co-ordinating economic activities that traversed Area boundaries.4 To
compensate for this shortcoming, the proponents of Areas Dictate sought to
develop local economic systems that were ‘small but complete’. In China’s
hinterlands, this implied the generation of projects using resources from within
the immediate area, based upon locally financed small and medium-sized
factories that required only intermediate technologies.

3 A Chinese economist has written, e.g., ‘When under Branches (fiaotiao) management, the
departments each devise their own plans, separately send down orders and institute controls,
and have no means to obtain comprehensive balances within the local areas. The conflicts
that arise between departments adversely affect their co-ordination. Each draws back from
unwanted responsibilities, leaving unattended a lot of the things that need to be done’. Liao
Jili, ‘On the Question of Reforming Our Country’s System of Economic Management’,
Jingji yanjiu [Economic research], December 1978, p.26.

4 As one consequence, ‘Management by Areas (kuaikuai guan) fragments the links between
districts. Goods from this district are not allowed to go to that district, and goods from that
district are not allowed to come to this district. Each side raises protective barriers,
damaging the various districts’ ability to import and export’. ibid., pp.26-27.
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Each administrative framework, in short, entailed different types of
economic priorities and different routes to industrial development. Branches
Dictate became identified with economic development spurred on by large
modern relatively capital-intensive factories; Areas Dictate, by contrast, became
identified with up-from-the-bottom labour-intensive plants, locally initiated.

This is not to say that Areas Dictate favoured the development of light
industry, particularly consumer-goods industries. Both the Areas Dictate and
Branches Dictate frameworks equally favoured forced industrialisation through
high rates of accumulation and emphases upon heavy industry. Both strategies, in
short, deliberately depressed current living standards in order to give priority to
capital investment in basic industry. The distinction between them was that in the
periods when Areas Dictate predominated, the heavy-industrial plants that were
thrown up tended to be smaller and more dispersed, in conformity with the
constricted capacities of the ‘self-reliant’ Areas. A clear illustration could be
found in the ‘five small industries’ — heavy small industry — that each county
individually was supposed to develop during the ‘Maoist’-dominated era of the
1970s: namely, small iron and steel mills, cement plants, chemical fertiliser
plants, electric power plants, and farm machinery factories.

Areas Dictate and Branches Dictate were distinguished not just by the size,
technical sophistication, and location of industrial plants. Each administrative
framework also implied a different type of enterprise control. An enterprise
employing a ‘pure’ Branches Dictate formula, as in the Soviet Union, would have
concentrated a large proportion of the day-to-day administrative power in the
hands of the enterprise director who, again on the pattern of the Soviet tradition,
would preferably be an experienced engineer. By contrast, in the Areas Dictate
schema the enterprise director became a mere assistant to the enterprise’s Party
secretary. Whereas under a Soviet-style Branches Dictate program the enterprise
director would have resorted to economic levers such as piece rates, bonuses and
fines to ensure that a complex series of production quotas were fulfilled on target,
under Areas Dictate the enterprise Party committee was judged less rigidly in
terms of meeting a gamut of quarterly and annual quotas, and thus had the leeway
to pursue the Maoist ideological demand that work be encouraged instead by
political study sessions and by the political pressures that accompanied such
sessions. The followers of Mao could point proudly to Areas Dictate as
facilitating ‘Politics in Command’, while disparaging the Branches Dictate
framework as mechanically putting ‘Economics in Command’.

This is not to say that periods of Areas Dictate, such as the Great Leap
Forward or the ‘ten years of Cultural Revolution’ were in any way periods of
democratic ‘mass line’ or of mass participation in decision making (despite what
some writers in the West would still have us believe). Quite to the contrary, the
phrase ‘Politics in Command’ denoted, among other things, that top-down
ideological and political controls were to be tightened, almost as if to offset the



