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DEMOCRACY, THE RULE OF LAW, AND HUMAN RIGHTS IN 

BEIJING'S UNOFFICIAL JOURNALS, 197 8- 1 97 9

John P. Burns

The unofficial publications which appeared in limited numbers mainly in the 

Beijing area from October 1978 to April 1979, during theheightof the "Peking 

Spring", are usually portrayed as having raised similar issues from generally 

similar perspectives, focusing on demands for more democracy, greater pro­

tection of human rights, and strengthening of the legal system. Yet it is ob­

vious that the authorities in Beijing, by suppressing some journals and not 

others, recognized significant differences among the positions taken by these 

publications. What, then, were the positions of the unofficial journals on such 

topics as 'democracy' , ' human rights' , and ' the rule of law' ? How did 

these positions differ from more orthodox views? Finally, on what other is­

sues did the journals differ?

In addition to analysing the definitions of 'democracy' , ' human rights' , and 

'the rule of law' offered by the journals, the range of opinion expressed by 

the journals can best be illustrated by focusing on three topics:

1) the 'four basic principles' which all Chinese citizens are exhorted to sup­

port, (Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought; the role of the Communist
O

Party; the dictatorship of the proletariat; and socialism);

2) the interpretation of the past 30 years of Chinese history, especially the 

Cultural Revolution; and

3) the legitimacy of the present post-1976 regime. The most radical journals, 

such as Exploration, have consistently challenged official orthodoxy in all 

three areas, while the more moderate journals, such as Peking Spring 

and April 5 Forum, have affirmed the official interpretation in these 

areas. The issues are, of course, linked. An attack on the 'four basic princip­

les' can be seen as a rejection of the legitimacy of the present regime's legi­

timacy. But not all journals which questioned this legitimacy have attacked

the 'four principles' . Which journals have taken stands on these issues, and 

whether the journals can be ranged along a continuum from most critical to 

most supportive of the government, are the objects of this study.
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Because the unofficial journals were circulated in limited numbers among a 

small group centered mainly in Beijing, of what significance are their views, 

much less the differences among them? First, in so far as unorthodox posi­

tions on key issues were being advocated, even by a small group, our findings 

confirm that the channels for and means of political socialization in China have 

varied, and that political socialization into one ideological pattem has been 

incomplete.

Second, because foreign news services broadcast the content of these publica­

tions to other parts of China, the influence on provincial intellectuals of the 

debates carried out within this forum has been wider than is sometimes reali­

zed. Indeed, there is evidence that unofficial publishing activities are still 

continuing in Shanghai and Guangzhou. Finally, by examining specifically the 

differences among the journals we can come to a more precise understanding 

of what challenges to official orthodoxy the authorities in Beijing have been 

willing to accept, and, conversely, what they have been unwilling to accept.

Although few complete collections of unofficial journals are available outside 

China, sufficient numbers have been obtained to permit at least a preliminary 

survey for comparative purposes. Data for this paper comes from the ten un­

official journals published in Beijing from October 1978 to April 1979 wholely 

or partially available in English translation:0

Peking Spring 

Voice Of The People 

Exploration

Seek The Truth Journal 

April 5 Forum

Enlightenment

China Human Rights League Journal 

Thaw

Democracy And The Times and 

Mass Reference News

These journals in translation are the most complete collection in either Chi­

nese or English available in the west.

Issues of these journals published from October 1978 to April 1979 are included 

in this review. By April 197 9 the journals had been suppressed. Editors were 
arrested̂, and official notices banning their printing or distribution and ap­

peared in Beijing and other large citiesS. It was during these short seven 

months that unofficial views were published with the least restriction since the 

Hundred Flowers episode in 1957. For this reason then, I have confined my 

discussion to the content of the journals during this time period. Although 

some journals escaped official suppression in 1979, they turned to less con­

troversial themes, such as the popularization of science in the four moderni­

zations, or purely literary exposition.
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DEMOCRACY, HUMAN RIGHTS, AND THE RULE OF LAW

One of the most striking similarities of the unofficial journals was their claim 

to be speaking for "the people". A joint statement issued in January 1979 and 

signed by most of the publications, claimed that the journals were "run by the 
people of Beijing". ® The Humam Rights League in February 1979 affirmed 
that it "would act according to the will of the people".̂ And April 5 Fo - 

rum asserted in April that is was "the people's mouthpiece". ° In the name 

of the people, then, the journals demanded democracy, human rights, and a 
return to legalitŷ."People want democracy and freedom. This is the desire 

and hope of the people. Anyone who attemps to obstruct and suppress the demo­
cracy movement will come to no good. "10 if the language of the journals was 

the same - democracy, human rights, and legal system - what did they mean 

by these concepts ?

At least three different notions of democracy appeared in the unofficial jour­

nals:

1) democracy as rule in the interests of the people ;

2) democracy as a guarantee of equal rights for all; and

3) democracy as rule through certain defined and explicit prodedures (election 

and recall) to ensure that people can participate in and/or supervise govern­

mental decision-making.

The first two notions stress the results of governmental activity as indicators 

of whether the system is democratic. The last notion emphasizes the proce­

dures used as the most important measure. These conceptions of democracy 

can all be found in the unofficial journals, and indeed even in the same journal.

The attack on Deng Xiaoping made by one journal, for example, provides evi­

dence of the view that democracy means rule in the interests of the people. 

"Deng is no longer worthy of the people's trust and support", the journal 

argued, "because his actions have shown that he does not want to pursue demo­
cracy. He no longer safeguards the people's interests. " ̂ This view attaches 

little importance to how officials achieve power, focusing instead on their 

actions in power. If they act in the interests of the people, then the system is 

democratic.

The second notion of democracy, which defines it in terms of human rights, 

also focused on the results of governmental activity. Systems are democratic, 

in this view, if they guarantee "the equal rights of all".

Democracy recognizes the equal rights of all human beings. .. it provides 

all with an equal opportunity to realize human rights because it is founded 
on the recognition of everyone's equal right to live ̂ .

A system, then, which ensures these equal rights is democratic in this 

view.

More frequently, democracy in the unofficial journals was tied to certain
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procedures, and relied heavily on election outcomes and voting rights.

Democracy means letting people be masters of their own affairs. It means 

that people have the right to exercise control over all things in human so­

ciety as they desire, including control over economic, political, cultural 

and social affairs

This view of .democracy emphasizes how decisions are made - democracies 
put the people in a position to decidê, giving them "the final say in crucial 

matters, and matters of concern to them". ̂ Democracy means the people 

having a decisive influence on the destiny of societŷ0, or the people influenc­

ing, controlling, and supervising government decisions ̂ . Such a system en­

tails the "transfer of power to the laboring masses".

19
Elections are an important procedure for realizing this kind of democracy

True democracy means the right of the people to choose their own repre­

sentatives, to work according to their will and in their interests. The 

people must also have the power to replace their representatives anytime 

so that these representatives cannot go on deceiving others in the name of
on

the people .

This notion of democracy depends, then, on elections "conducted from the 
bottom up and which are modeled on the Paris Commune". ̂

Although these conceptions of the meaning of democracy differ, the unofficial 

journals shared the view that democracy was a means to further ends, and was 

not an end in itself. Democracy was usually seen in the journals as a means 

of achieving the ’ four modernizations' . "Democracy is a means not an end. 

The purpose of democracy is to concentrate various forces to serve the ' four 
modernizations' . Democracy is a prerequisite for their realization. "̂2

Some journals, however, went much further than this, pointing out that mo­

dernization itself is a means to yet further goals. One journal suggests that 

modernization is a means to "happiness, which Chinese citizens can truly 
enjoy, to freedom, prosperity, wealth and power". 22 Why, it asked, must 

human history take the road toward prosperity and modernization?

The reason is that human beings need a prosperous society to produce 

realistic fruits to provide them with maximum opportunity to pursue their 

first goal of happiness, namely freedom. Democracy means the maximum 

attainable freedom so far known by human beings. It is quite obvious that 
democracy has become the goal in contemporary human struggles2̂.

"The people's desire for democracy and the nation's desire for wealth and 
power are irresistable", proclaimed one journal2̂. These are not demands 

for social justice or for equality, on which the party rose to power, but de­

mands for some measure of freedom from party control to pursue the goals 

first advocated by Yen Fu and later by the May Fourth Movement. Indeed the 

journals quite self-consciously drew the parallel between the movements of
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the early 20th century and the needs of China today . The instrumental na­

ture of the conception of democracy is clear. Democracy was seen as a way 

of modernizing the country, and, at least by some journals, as a means of 

achieving freedom for the people, and wealth and power for the nation.

The unofficial journals also agreed that the notion of democracy should not be 

linked to either centralism or dictatorship. This view runs directly counter 

to the official view that democracy must be seen in terms of dictatorship, and 
which sees democratic centralism as a unified concept̂. In general, the 

journals denied that democracy must be linked to centralism or to dictator­

ship. Such a link is logically impossible, for dictatorship negates democracy, 

and centralism prevents its effective operation.

While official discussions of democracy also define democracy in terms of 

"the people's right to determine and direct the nation's affairs, and making 
the people the masters of their own house,"̂8 democracy and the dictatorship 

of the proletariat are seen as inseparable concepts. Only by means of dictator­

ship, in the official view, can the democratic rights of the proletariat be 

guaranteed. And although democracy is indispensable, it is only part of a 

total concept, democratic centralism. Without centralism, the unity and sta­

bility needed to govern effectively cannot be attained. These views were igno­

red by the unofficial journals.

A uniform list of prerequisites for realizing democracy was not offered by 

the journals. Democracy could be achieved, some journals said, by "awaken-
on

ing and emancipating the people's minds"; by first achieving a redistribu­

tion of power (or democratization) of economic management; by "reforming 

the political system": and by "strengthening the legal system" either concur­

rently with the growth of democracy, or after democracy has begun to take 

hold. The close relationship between achieving democracy, on the one hand, 

and protection of human rights and strengthening the legal system, on the 

other, was emphasized in all the journals. It is to these concepts that we now 

turn.

Although there was no general agreement on a definition of democracy, there 

was some measure of agreement on the importance and content of human rights. 

First, the appeal for human rights was made in universalistic language in the 

journals:

Man has the right to live and live more meaningfully. The reason man must 

have these rights is that life will not be worth fighting for without such 

rights. Once a man loses his human rights, he loses his rights as a human 

being, and what is left to him is but a subservient position always subject
O 1

to enslavement by others .

The official view, while accepting the existence of human rights, denies their 

universality. In capitalist societies, for example, human rights "cannot in­
volve all men. They are only the rights of the bourgeoisie."̂ There is, then, 

disagreement on the status of the human rights.
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The most systematic discussion of the content of human rights in the unoffi­

cial journals occurred in April 5 Forum. Human rights here were analy - 

ized in terms of "citizen1 s rights" and "people's democratic rights". Citi­

zen's rights include: rights of living, multiplying, education, giving free reign 

to creativity, and developing individuality enjoyed by individuals living in so­

ciety, such as labor, rest, education, freedom of marriage, freedom of move­

ment, freedom to select one's occupation, personal freedom, freedom from 

violation of life and property. "People1 s democratic rights" included: protec­

tion of the determining influence of the people's will on the state and society 

and, as the legitimate rights of the citizens, include the rights of information,
OO

speech, and supervision .

Other unofficial journals conceived of human rights as voting rights, freedom 

of speech and the freedom to demonstrate, freedom of publication, belief and 
association'̂, activities necessary for a functioning democracy if the more 

procedural notion is adopted. A more detailed and idiosyncratic list came 

from the Human Rights League, which included the now familiar freedoms of 

speech, voting rights, the right to information, and rights to publication, all 
mentioned abovêS. other publications were satisfied with the ’ citizen's 

rights' listed in the 1978 Constitution, again including freedom of speech, 

press, and assemblŷ.

More orthodox views argue that conceiving human rights as political rights, 

or as 'democratic rights' in April 5 Forum's analysis, is too narrow. 

The concept must be broadened to include "social, economic, and cultural 

rights" as well. These rights are collectivist in nature, and unlike bourgeois 

human rights do not take the protection of private property as a fundamental 

principle. (Note that the April 5 Fo ru m list of human rights included pro­

tection of individuals and individuality, as well as protection of property).

The proletariat, the official view continues, cannot restrict itself to the bour­

geois demands for liberty and equality, but must put forth its own 'higher 

demand' for the realization of socialism and communism.

Communist orthodoxy does, however, recognize 'citizen's rights' , which are 

a kind of human rights, and these have been incorporated in the 1978 Consti­

tution. If, however,

the slogan of human rights is put forth in abstract terms and in deviation 

from our fundamental slogan (realize socialism and communism), especial­

ly under the circumstances when extremely complicated content has been 

infused into the slogan, it will only dim our objective and cause confusion 
in our mindŝ .

Human rights, one party member concludes, "is not a major slogan of our 

party.

Both official and unofficial positions on human rights concur that the rights 

are relative, restricted in the words of Beijing Review by "certain
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39material conditions and cultural level. " As one unofficial journal has pointed 

out:

Freedom does not mean unprincipled freedom. Exercise of the right of 

freedom is limited by non-interference in other people's freedom and non- 
denial of other people's freedom̂.

Although recognizing the limits of human rights, both positions see reasons 

for the limits in different terms. The more orthodox view is essentially ma­

terialist, while the unofficial position suggests that human rights are limited 

by man's need to live in society. Nonetheless the relative and limited notion 

of human rights is a common theme.

If, according to the unofficial journals, human rights are a necessary part 

of a functioning democracy, so too is a ' strong' legal system. While most 

journals recognized this, they rarely went beyond the simple statement. Demo­

cratic rights "should be clarified by a series of legal provisions and insured 

by a strict judicial system and proceedings for rights to the legally exercised". 

A 'strong' legal system, thus, was an essential characteristic of democracy 

in the unofficial view.

The rule of law does not me an democracy, however, for law can be used 

by both democracy and autocracy alike. Whether or not the legal system en­

sures democracy

depends on the nature and substance of the political system concerned. . .

We want the rule of law, but we want the kind of rule of law which is con­
ducive to the realization of the equal rights of man̂l.

If democracy must be based on a ' strong' system of laws, it must also pre- 

ceed the establishment of the rule of law.

We do not merely mean that democracy is complete after a set of laws 

have been written. Democracy must be realized before laws are established. 

Then a legal system is set up to recognize it and protect it. Before the 

people and the masses have obtained a true democracy, a complete set of 

laws that recognizes democracy and a strong system that protects the 

democratic system will be meaningless. To avoid empty talk, the first 
thing to do is to allow democratic theory to become realitŷ.

In addition to promulgating new laws, some hint of what ' strengthening' the 

legal system entails was provided in an April 5 Forum analysis of a
A O

Central Committee decision to remove the labels of ' four bad elements".

The journal deplored the extreme vagueness and ambiguity of the wording of 

the decision, arguing that as a result local officials were given almost com­

plete discretion to do as they pleased. Objective standards were lacking, 

which made the policy meaningless. Scientific, unambiguous language is re­
quired̂. The tendency toward vagueness and ambiguity finds its source in 

Mao's own writing, the journal concluded. Precise, unambiguous wording of 

the laws was, then, an important aspect of ' strengthening' the legal system.
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While the concepts of democracy, human rights, and the rule of law were 

used by all the unofficial journals, often with different meanings as we have 

seen, I have found no major grounds for differentating among the journals 

based on these definitions. Where the concepts have differed there has not 

been a consistent difference among the journals - indeed different meanings 

for the various concepts can occasionally be found in the same issue of the 

same journal! There were, however, clear editorial differences if we consi­

der the unofficial journals’ positions on the 'four principles' ; the Cultural 

Revolution; and the legitimacy of the present post-1976 regime.

THE FOUR PRINCIPLES

The ' four principles' , featured in the 1978 Constitution, include upholding 

Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought; the leadership of the Communist 

Party; the dictatorship of the proletariat: and the socialist road. One unoffi­

cial journal. Exploration, has openly attacked the accepted official posi­
tion on each principlê. The other journals have either affirmed or ignored 

the principles. We will see, that there are grounds for differentiating among 

the journals based on a consideration of these principles. We turn now to a 

review of the evidence, looking at each of the four principles in turn.

Exploration' s attack on China's dominant ideological system, Marxism- 

Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought, took the form of an objection to a "single 

ideology having been pushed through by force." The journal based its attack 

on ' single ideologies' on its analysis of the relationship between society and 

the individual:

Human beings have two natures - individuality and sociality. People's 

sociality depends on individuality just as human societies necessarily 

depend on the existence of individuals. Therefore, we conclude 

that people's individuality enjoys priority over their 

sociality, although both are important constituents of human nature. .. 
Human society like the universe is pluralistic and not monistiĉ®.

The journal then endorsed a pluralistic approach to the question of ideology: 

"Let every Chinese think freely." The implication that Marxim-Leninism- 

Mao Zedong Thought must be abandoned as the only single legitimate doctrine 
in China was explicitly stated in the same issue of the journal̂. Suppressing 

all other viewpoints has left China with the "emotional and cultural reality 

we face now, " the journal pointed out, "including deadliness, numbness, 
stupidity, stagnation, ignorance, and simple mindedness. "48

Today we challenge Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought because 

we are fed up with your (the authorities) unreasonableness. If the existence
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and triumph of Marxism-Leninism must rely on bloody suppression of all 

opposing views, we as clear-headed youths of the 20th Century are not 

prepared to tolerate it

The journal concluded:

If the road we choose raises the people's standard of living, though incom­

patible with Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, we must not hesitate 

to jettison the later. Dogmas such as the 'Inviolability of Marxist-Leninist 

principles' expounded by Mao Zedong, and the pledge ' to hold high and de­

fend the great banner of Chairman Mao' provided in the existing Consti­
tution represent utter ignorance of the purpose of human existencê®.

The notion of a single legitimate ideological mould into which all people must 

be fitted, was, then, explicitly rejected as unsuitable for any society.

The other journals have either taken an intermediate position, indicating that 

Marxism-Leninism as the only legitimate ideology, was acceptable (although 

perhaps needing modification), or have endorsed Marxist-Leninist principles 

without qualification. Thaw and Enlightenment are examples of jour­

nals which while accepting a general Marxist-Leninist framework, have cal­

led for revision of some of its basic tenets. The Thaw Society called for re­

vision of the "impractical portions of Marxism", and in particular deletion 

of concepts of "class struggle, violent revolution and all types of dictator­
ship".̂ It also would remove the "outdated portions" of Mao Zedong Thought. 

In the same spirit, Enlightenment called for a restoration of the "seien-
C O

tific features" of Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought .

Unqualified endorsement of the ideology, to complete the other end of the spec­

trum, characterized the editorial policy statements of April 5 Forum 
and Peking Sprinĝ3.

Criticism of the second basic principle, which acknowledged the supreme role 

of the Communist Party in Chinese society, followed a similar pattern. Ex­

ploration' s criti que of the party's position stemmed from its rejection of 

a single ideology imposed by force on the Chinese people:

Those who use force to put down opposition views to defend the existing 

program and policy of the Chinese Communist Politburo are actually work­
ing against the wishes of the Chinese people for modernization̂.

Not only would the policy of modernization fail, but all progress is jeopardi­

zed if the party is permitted to maintain its position:

The Chinese people have learned from years of autocratic dictatorship that 

if we permit the Communist Politburo to exercise exclusive control, per­

mit a few to prescribe a lifestyle for several hundred million people, and 

permit the use of force to suppress theories and opinions different than 

Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought, the end result will be to 

turn China back to the ' anti-rightist' days of 1957, and back to the days
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of the Cultural Revolution of 1966. Please remember that Mao Zedong 

once predicted that this kind of revolution will occur once every seven or 

eight years00.

E xp 1 o r at i o n ' s denunciation of one-party rule was explizit. The critique 

was all the more powerful because it was not aimed at the party organization 

itself, but rather at the highest leadership organ of the party, the politburo.

Enlightenment occupied the other end of the continuum. In November,

197 8, it fully endorsed "the strategic plans of the Party Central Committee 

headed by Chairman Hua", and saw itself as an ally of the party press Peo­

ple's D ail y 56. And in January 1979 it reaffirmed this position: "We mean 

what we say about accepting the party's leadership and guidance in the politi­

cal, economic, cultural, and various spheres"."’

Intermediate positions were taken by April 5 Forum, Peking Spring , 

and Th aw . While affirming their support for "the fundamental principles of 

the party", each journal suggested either that the party's leadership position 

be altered, its internal composition changed, or that at basic levels the party 

"wither away" as class struggle has diminished. Ap ri 1 5 Forum ques­

tioned the role of the party in society, pointing out, first, that "party leader­

ship" has not always been correct (e.g ., recalling the "reactionary" leader­

ship of Lin Paio and the Gang of Four) nor has it always been necessary (e.g. 

citing the "revolutionary and spontaneous Tienanmen incident"). Of the later, 

April 5 Forum asked, "Here even without party leadership, as we can 
clearly see, has not a soul-stirring melodrama already been enacted?"̂

Th aw argued that the party, for too long the personal possession of Mao, 

must be converted into a party "belonging to all party members and people 

throughout the country", that its decisi on-making system must be made more 
"democratic collectivist", and that it be clearly separated from the statê, 

a move that Deng Xiaoping appears to have endorsed.

While fully accepting the party's guiding role, Peking Spring argued that 

just as class struggle is withering, so too should the role of the party at ba­

sic levels . "People have felt more and more strongly that the power of 

the administrative leadership of basic level party organizations has now become 

an obstacle to the development of production". The journal hastened to add, 

however, that it did not advocate "total abolition of party leadership at this 

stage", and pointed out that the process must be gradual. Middle and upper- 

level party leadership is necessary "at this stage", and should not be "done 

away with". These moderate statements which basically accepted party lea­

dership, contrast sharply with the views expressed in Exploration, as 

we saw above.

The third principle, support for the dictatorship of the proletariat, was also 

challenged by Exploration. Interestingly, the other journals had little to 

say on this subject, and I could find no explicit statements supporting or 

challenging the concept in them. Support for the notion of dictatorship of the
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proletariat may perhaps be inferred for those journals, like April 5 Fo - 

rum and Peking Spring , which have explicitly endorsed Marxism-Leni- 
nism-Mao Zedong Thought and party leadership.

Exploration’ s attack on proletarian dictatorship, and indeed on all dic­

tatorship, was based on its conception of democracy as entailing a guarantee 

of equal rights for all. Dictatorship "negates the fact that different members 

of society have the right to satisfy their different desires". Thus, the dicta­

torship of the proletariat (or any dictatorship) denies man's right to live as 

equals. It denys each man's

right to carry out political activities to satisfy his personal desires in 

life and to fight for survival - and this is the out and out negation of the 

most fundamental principle of democracy.

It ignores, then, society's basic pluralism. "This explains why all social 

systems based on Marxist socialism are without exception undemocratic and 

even anti-democratic autocracies", the journal concludes” . Given democracy, 

and the respect for the equal rights of every other member of society which 

democracy entails, dictatorship is impossible.

Not only is any kind of dictatorship a negation of democracy, but the Marxist 

notion of "dictatorship by the majority" is simply an "Utopian dream". Dicta­

torship is always dictatorship. "A concentration of powers is bound to fall 

into the hands of a few". Thus, the democratic movement, Exploration 

argued, "is being carried out on the premise of negating the Mao Zedong-type 
dictatorship, and is aimed at reforming the social system".®2

Finally, support for socialism was a feature of the 'four basic principles' . 

Exploration has attacked the notion that establishment of a Marxist 

socialist state can ever lead to democracy. But the journal did not disapprove 

of socialism per se (indeed socialism is seen as letting the people be their 

own masters). Rather the journal argued that socialism has not been achieved 

in China. Here Exploration drew a clear line between socialism in gene­

ral, and Marxist socialism. The latter negates democracy because it relies 

on dictatorship, while the former is defined in terms of democracy - "people 

being their own masters". But, the journal asks of the Chinese people:

With the meager wages you get every month, whose master and what kind 

of master can you be? Sad to relate, you are ' mastered' by somebody 

else even in the matter of matrimony. Socialism guarantees the producers' 

right to the surplus production from their labor over what is needed as a 

service to the society. But this service is limitless (in China). So, are 

you getting only that little miserable wage 'necessary for maintaining the 

labor force_for production' ? Socialism guarantees many rights, such as 

the right of a citizen to receive education to use his ability to the best ad­

vantage and so forth. But none of these rights can be seen in our daily 

life.
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The implication then, was that the ' socialist' state in China not only was a 

fraud, claiming to be what it was not, but that it was also exploiting its wor­

kers by paying them only enough to maintain the labor force in production. 

Exploration did not, however, reject socialism, but only socialism as it 

was practiced in China.

Apart from one statement in Peking Spring in which it was announced 

that the journal "adheres to the socialists path", the other journals did not 

explicitly address this issue. We can infer from their support for Marxism- 

Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought and for party leadership, however, that they 

did not share the Exploration critique.

There is, then, adequate ground for distinguishing among the journals based 

on their position on the four basic principles. A radical critique of the ideo­

logy, party, and state is offered by only one of the journals, and appears to 

be based on a definition of democracy in terms of human rights - in particu­

lar, that democracy means guaranteeing the equal rights of all in society.

At the other end of the spectrum can be found Peking Spring and April 

5 Forum. Journals like Enlightenment and Thaw occupied an inter­

mediate position, characterized by general support for the principles, but 

calling for important revisions of their content.

THE CULTURAL REVOLUTION

Their stand on the 'four principles' led the unofficial journals to differing 

appraisals of the past 30 years of Chinese history, and imparticular to 

differing conclusions about the nature of the Cultural Revolution. The more 

moderate journals confined their criticism of the past 30 years exclusively 

to the Cultural Revolution years (1966-1976), denouncing the "evil and 

pernicious" influences of Lin Piao and the Gang of Four. It was during this 

period that the "dictatorship hosts were turned into objects of dictatorship" 

and peoples' democratic and human rights were abused64. This position 

differs little from more orthodox views. The moderate journals saw the 

cause of the Cultural Revolution misfortune in terms of a 'weak' legal sys- 

tem.65. The people had no real legal protection from the dictators, Lin Piao 

and the Gang of Four. Hence the moderate emphasis on the rule of law.

Exploration, on the other hand, saw the entire 30 years as one of ' 'tyranny 

and dictatorship"66f and did not, in general, single out the Cultural Revolution 

years for special treatment. The journal's comments on the Cultural Revolution 

were, however, very interesting, because it saw this movement in a different 

light. The Cultural Revolution, Exploration argued, began as a popular 

democratic mass movement:
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The Cultural Revolution demonstrates that the Chinese people want demo­

cracy - it was the first occasion for them to demonstrate their strength, 
and all reactionary forces trembled before them67.

The campaign was, however, corrupted by the leadership, who sought to turn 

it to their own ends.

Because the people had then no clear orientation and the democratic forces 

did not play the main role in the struggle, the majority of them were bought 

over by the autocratic tyrant, led astray, divided, slandered, and finally 

violently suppressed. Thus, these forces came to an end68.

The more moderate journals confined their attack to the Cultural Revolution 

years, endorsing the progress made before that time. The most radical posi­

tion, adopted by Exploration, condemned the previous 30 years, but 

looked for inspiration to the spontaneous democratic elements of the early 

Cultural Revolution, reflecting in its analysis the disallusionment of the more 

radical Red Guards.

Legitimacy

Different positions were also taken by the journals on the legitimacy of the 

present post-1976 regime in China. More radical opinion on this issue, defin­

ing democracy in terms of elections, questioned the legitimacy of the current 

leadership, including Deng Xiaoping and Hua Guofeng. Who elected them? 

asked Exploration, Human Rights League, and Enlightenment. 

"Although the people may favor some of the deputies, the Fifth National Peo­

ple' s Congress does not enjoy due authority because it is not the direct embodi­
ment of the people's will. "69 And, Enlightenment pointed out: "The su­

preme leaders of the state still do not have the courage to be elected by the 
people".̂6 Exploration, always the most outspoken, suggested that "the 

masses are dissatisfied because state leaders have won the people's trust by 

fraud . . . "71 And in a direct challenge to the Peking-Municipal Committee,

the journal pointed out: "In fact, no one has entrusted you with the task of
7 2ruling. You do not represent the people".

We would like to ask a question of senior government officials who have 

incited the arrest of people: Do you hold power legally or illegally (legiti­

mately or illegitimately)? We would also like to ask a question of Chair­

man Hua and Vice Chairman Deng, Do you hold your posts of premier and 

vice premier legally or illegally?

The attack on Deng was taken even further:

He is no longer worthy of the people's trust and support, because his ac­

tions have shown that he does not want to pursue democracy. He no longer 

safeguards the peoples' interests. He is currently following a dictatorial
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road after deceitfully winning the people's trust̂.

This attack on the regime's legitimacy may also help to explain why intellec­

tuals, in China have failed to rally to the journals' support . Although intellec­

tuals could be expected to champion demands for increased democracy, reduc­

tion of the arbitrariness of the legal system , and the protection of human rights 

- especially liberalization of academic and literary discussion and publishing 

rights - they can not have been happy with the attack on Deng's legitimacy. He, 

after all, was leading the liberalization, and restoring 'unity and order' . In 

this sense "The Peking Spring" differed from the intellectual - led Hundred 

Flowers in 1957.

Second, the most radical journal, Explor ation , in its rejection of the ' four 

principles' , lashed out at Marxist intellectuals and theoreticians. "Let us 

look at the real history of China, and not the history written by the hired scho­
lars of the socialist government", the journal demanded̂. The 'hired scho­

lars' were precisely those intellectuals in China who if the defense of demo­

cracy had been more moderate, might have supported the journals. As it was, 

they were indicted along with the state and party bureaucracy, and never gave 

their support.

If the intellectuals did not lend their support to the journals, who was involved 

in these unofficial publishing activities ? The answer to this question is not 

clear, but we can at least speculate on the background of these writers. Many 

of the editorial boards of the unofficial journals seem to have been composed 

of former Red Guard activists, who now must be in their late 20's or early 

30's. They were educated, probably middle school graduates, and widely read. 

Many undoubtedly had relatives who were cadres. Finally their access to prin­

ting materials and paper, indicates that they were not unemployed, but prob­

ably had minor bureaucratic jobs in Beijing's prolific bureaucracy. It was
7

from these sources that discontent sprang in 1978-1979 .

CONCLUSION

While adopting a common language - democracy, human rights, and the rule 

of law - the unofficial journals have used these terms in a variety of ways, 

which however, often ran directly counter to official usage. Further there are 

grounds for differentiating among the journals. Their position on the 'four 

principles' , the Cultural Revolution, and the legitimacy of the present regime, 

suggests that the journals can be ranged along a continuum from the more ra­

dical and openly critical journal, Exploration, to the journals generally 

supportive of the regime, such as Peking Spring and April 5 Forum. 

Other journals, such as Enlightenment and Thaw, occupied an interme­

diate position.
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The fact that such unorthodox views can be expressed in China, while not sur­

prising, indicates that political socialization into a common ideological tradi­

tion is far from complete. Views directly contradicting official thinking have 

been expressed occasionally by all of the journals surveyed here, and consis­

tently by one journal, Exploration. This journal's radically different use 

of terms such as ' democracy' , and 'human rights', in addition to its denuncia­

tion of the ' four principles' , unorthodox interpretation of the Cultural Revolu­

tion, and its open challenge of the legitimacy of the present regime, have led 

to its suppression by the authorities. Which of these characteristics finally 

prompted official Beijing to act, however, remains unknown.
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