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core issue with her research question is: “In China, you cannot look at economics without 

looking at politics” (Hertz 1992: 26).  

Borrowing from Eric Wolf and Hill Gates, Hertz explained the political-economy 

framework of Chinese economic history through the dual operation of “tributary mode of 

production” and “petty capitalism mode of production” (Hertz 1998: 12; Gates 1996; Wolf 

1982). The argument goes as China never evolved into western capitalism because petty 

capitalism mode of production is subordinated, subsumed to tributary modes of production 

(1998: 13; Gates 1996). Prior to the market reform, the tributary mode of production was 

reinforced by the communist paternalistic state that provided social services to the people 

through state institutions, while productivity was slow and stagnant. Market reform led by the 

state started from this context, as a response to the tensions produced under this dialectic 

“tributary” and “petty capitalist” modes of production (Hertz 1998: 14). The reform started in the 

rural areas in 1978 based on the “household responsibility system”, and the urban started 

reforming from 1984. At the same time, increasing triumphalism from global capitalism, and 

even the advanced liberal economy is considered as an external pressure for the tributary mode 

of production, (indirectly) leading China to open up and start market reform (Hertz 1998: 15). 

Going back t





   

 

population, especially in their freedom (non-coercive ways). “Neoliberalism – with a small n – is 

reconfiguring relationships between governing and the governed, power and knowledge, and 

sovereignty and territoriality” (Ong 2006: 3). What makes neoliberal governmentality is when 

neoliberalism being conceptualized “as a new relationship between government and knowledge 

through which governing activities are recast as nonpolitical and nonideological problems that 

need technical solutions” (Ong 2006: 3). Neoliberalism is merely the most recent development of 

the biopolitics that govern human life, that is, “a governmentality that relies on market 

knowledge and calculations for a politics of subjection and subject-making that continually 

places in question the political existence of modern human beings” (Ong 2006: 13). In other 

words, neoliberalism works in tandem with the extension of economic rationality that is 

prevalent in everyday market logics. 

Subjects making is crucial in the techniques and effects of neoliberal governmentality. In 

modern society, power is not limiting or constraining the individual. Rather, it is a form of power 

which makes individuals subjects. “Subject” means: “subject to someone else by control and 

dependence; and tied to his own identity by a conscience or self-knowledge.” (Foucault 1982: 

781) This form of power enables one to subject oneself to his (or her) own identity. In this sense, 

individuals are subjects that are recognized by oneself and others. This is the premise of 

governmentality as described by Foucault that the form of power is applied to the individual’s 

everyday life, through techniques that impose the person’s individuality, identity, and ways of 

knowing the world (a law of truth). Subjects are made through these techniques of power. 







   

 

Therefore, the global assemblages are the totality of the local effects of, the situated reactions to 

and the interactions of the heterogeneous global forms.  (Collier and Ong 2005: 12) What global 

assemblage suggests is an active and interactive process in which the local and the global collide, 

mutate and re-territorialized. This is the framework for understanding the following review on 

mode of governance in China.  

*+%,)-+$.,)/01./1.10%&+1%213%4+$"."(+1)"156)".1 

Among the various scholars (Ong 2006; Zhang and Ong 2008; Rofel 2007; Wang 2004) 

of China who view the market reform fundamentally transforming the socialist system, 

neoliberalism is the conceptual framework for their analysis of the post-socialist Chinese society. 

Privatization in China, as analyzed by Zhang and Ong, is a range of activities aiming for 

optimizing (neoliberal) governing. Many of the new policies and practices introduced under the 

rubric of privatization have been deeply influenced by neoliberal lines of reasoning. Yet, at the 

same time, socialist ruling is maintained and reanimated “by the infusion of neoliberal values 



   

 

practices proliferate in symbiosis with the maintenance of authoritarian rule.” At the same time, 

citizens gain increased latitude to pursue self-interests that are meanwhile regulated or controlled 

by the party-state. (Zhang and Ong 2008: 4). “Like other socialist countries, China has embraced 

aspects of market calculation and self-optimization, but not (yet), say, transparency in trade 

policies. While the Chinese government highlights privatization in market activities, we 

emphasize the fundamental effect of privatization in animating a new kind of self-consciousness 

and self-governing among Chinese subjects.” (Zhang and Ong 2008: 5) This new self-

consciousness and self-governing is not just within the market reform towards a neoliberal form 

of self-management, it is also helping to sustain the socialist ruling (Zhang and Ong 2008: 5). 

Neoliberalism in urban China was manifested through cosmopolitan, transnational 

experiences of urban Chinese everyday life in Rofel’s analysis (2007). The kind of neoliberalism 

presented in the Chinese case rejects the totalizi





   

 

has raised the slogan again in 2021 after Mao raised the same slogan in the 1950s: “Mutual 

Prosperity” (($)(*$)('+,-,). It is merely a restate and reemphasis of an old ideology (Anagnost 

1989: 211) The historical legacy in “Mutual Prosperity” exists in various periods: from Pre-

Liberation (before 1949) to Maoist China (1950s-1970s), and the intensive class division in 

China in the 1960s to 1970s, marked by Cultural Revolution.1In analyzing how the transition 

from egalitarian and collective mode of production to the (then newly) individual household 

mode of production in rural economy, Anagnost highlights the importance of this historical 

moment: “This process of renegotiation should be intrinsically interesting for what it might say 

about changing relations of power and the transformation of ideologies in general.” (Anagnost 

1989: 212) Two ideologies are at play: the egalitarian ideal of mutual prosperity as a collective, 

and the “liberated” productive forces of individual households (Anagnost 1989: 212). In 

discussing the competing moralities in rural China between individual economic development 

and social reciprocity, Anagnost points out that the rites of reciprocity (i.e. gift exchange and 

communal banqueting) reproduce social relations that challenge state authority and elude the 

controlling technologies of state power (Anagnost 1989: 213) 

Contrary to the overstated claims of rural Chinese economic practices drastically 

changing in post-Mao socialism, Anagnost analyzes the categorized households and 

differentiated economic power and control over them, which suggests that “although the 

organization of production has undergone dramatic changes, these have not been accompanied 

by any significant change in the relations of power between state and society.”  (Anagnost 1989: 

228) “Socialism with Chinese characteristics”, is defined as a socialism that allows the free 

development of the productive forces without relinquishing its own ideal of itself as a 

scientifically planned and ordered society (Anagnost 1989: 228). Tensions between the socialist 



   

 

ideologies on equality and the newly liberated market on competitiveness are apparent 



   

 

socialist governing, to the initiative to “initiate your own rice bowl” is echoing descriptions of 

the advanced liberal regimes (2008: 172). However, the key difference between the neoliberal 

governmental forms in China and the advanced liberal rule in the United States exist in the way 

patriotism (under Maoist notion of loyalty and a strong nation in the world) is infused into 

practices of choice and an ethos of self-enterprise. Patriotic professionalism is one of the 

instances of the integration of neoliberal practices with other authoritarian social norms 

(Hoffman 2008: 173).  For Hoffman, the coexistence of neoliberalism and socialism in China 

implies that neoliberal governmentality should be approached “as a practice, as a ‘way of doing 

things’ oriented toward objectives and regulating itself by means of sustained reflection” 

(Hoffman 2008: 173).



   

 

Fabian Winiger 2019; Liao 2020): A hybridization of neoliberal technologies and illiberal 

Chinese rationalities.



   

 

governmentality. However, the notion of self-discipline and self-cultivation which are central 

features of neoliberal governmentality long existed in China and other cultural contexts before 



   

 

those who are the objects of neoliberalism (Dunn 2004 and Collier 2005, as cited in Kipnis 2008: 

285). Indeed, Dunn’s ethnography of the Polish meat package factory under EU standards and 

the local black market formed under the socialist period reemerged in Poland speak to the 

modifications, resistance from the local to the global. In other words, this resistance to EU 

standardization is an assemblage of the global forms (Dunn 2005). Both Kipnis (2008) and 

Nonini (2008) are cautious on applying the framework of neoliberalism in contemporary China, 

especially when the historical, philosophical and ideological traditions are taken into account in 

explaining the self-interest and self-reliance individualistic features which were often claimed as 

‘neoliberal’.  
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Neoliberalism as “a theory of political economic practices,” a “hegemonic mode of 

discourse,” and policies that seek “to bring all human action into the domain of the market.” 

(Harvey 2005, cited in Hoffman et al. 2006: 9) originated in the North-Atlantic political-
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