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Preface to the 2025 Edition

The mimic octopus is a master of shape-shifting, able to deceive its enemies by transforming its appearance into more than fifteen different aquatic animals, depending on the needs of the moment. It can ward off predators by appearing to be more deadly than it really is – by impersonating a poisonous lionfish, for example. It can also lure prey: mimicking a crab trying to attract a mate is an old favourite, before the hapless crustacean suitor is duly smothered, paralysed and devoured. The remarkable creature is much studied by marine biologists, but probably deserves more attention from students of diplomacy – or economics. Its portrait should certainly have pride of place on the wall of the Chinese Communist Party’s Zhongnanhai leadership compound in Beijing.

Like the mimic octopus, the CCP has an ability to survive by shape-shifting. As this book argues, it is the Party’s survival instinct that first motivated ‘reform and opening’, and its ebb and flow has mirrored the leadership’s insecurities and paranoia – all aided by a deep Western reservoir of gullibility, greed and at times duplicity. China’s open door is tightly policed by a capricious CCP door-keeper, holding it ajar when needs be or to attract favoured suitors, slamming it shut when they are no longer useful. When the US–China trade war intensified in April 2025, with mutual tariffs so high it amounted to a trade boycott, Beijing depicted itself as a champion of free trade and globalisation, a defender of international institutions against bullies and rule-breakers. President Xi Jinping called for unity in the face of the Washington wrecking ball. This was, of course, absurd, since rule-breaking, erecting barriers to trade and economic coercion have been central to China’s rise. But it was clever diplomacy – and the mimic octopus would no doubt be clapping its tentacles in appreciation. At home, Xi summoned the country’s top technology entrepreneurs for a pep talk, people he had previously hounded – including Jack Ma, who had been driven out of Alibaba, the company he founded, largely disappearing from public view after criticising the Party. They had to work together, Xi told them. He was on their side. Private businesses, which had been previously marginalised, were courted, as were foreign investors who had been fleeing China in droves in the face of an increasingly hostile environment.

This was accompanied by a good dose of bravado. China boasted that its economy was now resilient enough to withstand trade hostilities. It claimed to have cut reliance on the US market, which had accounted for 20 per cent of China’s exports in 2018 but was down to 14 per cent by early 2025. Much of this was smoke and mirrors – in preparation for trade hostilities, China was transhipping substantial quantities of finished or semi-finished goods to the US via third countries, particularly in Southeast Asia, which frequently amounted to little more than relabelling. Xi also believed that China could win an intensified trade war with the US because, as a dictatorship and a relatively closed economy, its pain threshold was much higher. As was his ability to whip up nationalist propaganda that depicted trade as part of a wider patriotic struggle, playing to a deep-rooted culture of grievance. At one point US-imposed levies on Chinese imports reached 145 per cent, with China’s retaliation coming in a little lower than that. Ports on both sides of the Pacific ground to a halt. When a 90-day tariff truce was called in May 2025, Beijing depicted it as a famous victory, vindication of its willingness to stand up to the American ‘bully’. However, it quickly came under strain, with Washington accusing Beijing of breaking the agreement, and more talks were convened. Tariffs were always a crude weapon in an era of complex supply chains, and the ‘tariff war’ generated a great deal of noise. Yet it was only one skirmish in the broader battle to re-order their relationships – with each other and with the rest of the world. There is no longer any trust, and the stakes are far higher than the terms of trade. Technology is at the heart of this battle, with America seeking to limit access to cutting-edge know-how and exclude China from sensitive supply chains. For its part, Beijing is striving to circumvent those controls and weaponise key supply chains it controls, notably over critical minerals. Its broader aim is to build and export its own tech-ecosystem and displace the US as the dominant global power.

As the following chapters will demonstrate, in spite of all the bravado from Beijing, China’s economy remains highly fragile: the economic model that drove its breakneck growth over recent decades – reliant on a property bubble, cheap exports, and vast and wasteful infrastructure spending – is no longer sustainable. There is little evidence that Xi, who has prioritised security and control, has the ability or willingness to carry out reforms to foster greater innovation and give more room to the market and private consumption, for the simple reason that it would dilute the power of the Party. The economy is hidebound with enormous over-capacity and heavy debt; it remains highly dependent on cheap exports, with few companies making money, and is facing soaring levels of youth unemployment and a creaking system of social security. In the longer term it is facing a demographic time bomb, with the population rapidly ageing and shrinking – thanks in part to the impact of its now abandoned one-child policy.

Beijing was certainly keen to show off its technological achievements as part of its response to the trade war. Officials invited sympathetic foreign journalists to tour some of its high-tech facilities in early 2025, the message being that China could now challenge the US at the cutting edge – though much of this had a distinct Potemkin feel about it. Artificial intelligence has become a key battleground. The launch by a Chinese AI company of DeepSeek, a chatbot designed to rival American-developed ChatGPT, but trained at a fraction of the cost, was held up as evidence of China’s ability to innovate in an area of crucial importance in the race for tech dominance. However, it also raised familiar concerns over the privacy of data sent to China, as well as surveillance and censorship. In multiple tests, questions sensitive to the CCP, such as those about Tibet, Tiananmen and Taiwan, were stonewalled, with the chatbot suggesting they talk about something else. While certainly impressive, there was little indication that Beijing has solved the conundrum examined later in this book of harnessing AI in a way that is both economically useful and politically compliant. The priority remains the latter, together with the integration of AI into the CCP’s broader system of surveillance, control and disinformation.

The Party’s ability to innovate by diktat and to foster what Xi calls ‘high quality development’ is hard to measure, but it will be sorely tested as the world increasingly divides into two competitive tech ecosystems: a top-down, increasingly closed and totalitarian Beijing model versus a Western version that is more decentralised, market-driven and built on a culture of critical thinking, open enquiry and free flow of information. Commentators who should know better continue to marvel at Beijing’s technical advances and growing prowess in ‘critical technologies’. The methodology used to support these assertions can be deeply flawed, equating research output with technological innovation capability. Research quantity does not equate with quality; the ability to imitate and replicate existing capabilities, all too frequently stolen, is very different from the cumulative and gradual process of innovation. As this book will demonstrate, China’s research and development programme, though generously funded, incentivises waste and fraud. Adversity can, of course, be a catalyst for innovation – as can fear of a dictator – and much-sanctioned Huawei, the CCP’s tech champion, has made great strides in developing home-grown chips. However, there must be severe doubts about whether an increasingly dystopian dictatorship can create a self-sustaining innovation economy.

At the time of writing this new preface, geopolitics are in a state of flux. For all the chaos and erratic nature of Trump’s tariffs, the broader goal of shaking up Western supply chains to exclude an increasingly hostile China from sensitive areas remains a key goal of US policy, as do efforts to block Beijing’s access to cutting-edge Western technology. Beijing’s willingness to cut off Western access to critical minerals vital for the production of green technologies and other advanced tech has also been a wake-up call. In June 2025, some European auto-parts companies suspended production as a result of Chinese restrictions. This book and The Fire of the Dragon, by my earlier study of China’s new Cold War, warn of the dangerous dependencies on China. It must now be hoped that Western companies and their governments, witnessing China weaponising its control over key supply chains, will urgently accelerate their search for alternative sources.

When a US–UK trade deal was struck in May 2025, it contained security pledges that, while not directly naming it, were clearly aimed at China, the message to London being that if you want to do business with America, keep Beijing at bay. The deal was touted as a template for agreements the US was seeking to strike with allies and other trading partners and included a commitment to address non-market policies of third countries – which had Beijing’s heavy state subsidies in mind. Days later, similar language was used at a meeting of the Group of Seven (G7), the world’s leading industrialised democracies, again without specifically naming China. The EU, which Beijing was clumsily courting to oppose Trump, restricted China’s access to the bloc’s lucrative medical equipment market, citing Beijing’s unfair trade practices. Brussels had plenty of its own reasons to be wary of the CCP.

The far-reaching implications were not lost on Beijing, which angrily warned against striking deals to the detriment of others. That Washington felt the need to write security commitments into a deal with its closest ally was also significant. Greater caution towards China seems like common sense, but the government of Kier Starmer was increasingly reckless in its pursuit of Chinese investment. Chancellor Rachel Reeves and Energy Secretary Ed Miliband both led missions to Beijing, cap in hand, as ‘engagement’ – a failed policy by most measures – became the new UK government mantra. Miliband’s courting of Chinese renewable energy investment was particularly alarming, as it has become increasingly clear that the only way the UK would hit its target of ‘net zero’ carbon emissions was by throwing the door open to Chinese renewable energy technologies, from cheap electric vehicles to wind turbines and solar panels. Warnings that this would hand control of the de-carbonised grid to the CCP and of the possible weaponisation of connected EVs for surveillance, espionage and even sabotage, continued to fall on deaf ears. The dangers were underlined in May 2025, when US energy officials reportedly found rogue Chinese-made communication devices that they feared could be used to sabotage the grid. The devices were found inside Chinese-made power inverters, which are used to connect solar panels and wind turbines to electricity grids, and are also found in batteries, heat pumps and electric vehicle chargers. Inverters are connected devices, which means they allow for remote updates and maintenance by design, but officials said the rogue devices were not documented and provided for additional data channels, bypassing security firewalls.

There continue to be plenty of red flags. In April 2025, Jingye, the opaque Chinese owner of British Steel, Britain’s only remaining virgin steel producer, was accused of seeking to shut down its Scunthorpe plant by sabotaging the blast furnaces, prompting an eleventh-hour intervention by the government to save the plant. The previous December, an employment tribunal ruled that Ron Black, who had been chief executive of Imagination Technologies, a designer of cutting-edge mobile graphic processors, had been unfairly dismissed after blowing the whistle about attempts by the company’s Chinese investors to ‘steal the technology’. That same month it was revealed that Yang Tengbo, a self-styled investment consultant, and confidant and business partner of the Duke of York, was an alleged Chinese spy. His exclusion from the UK on national security grounds was upheld by a special tribunal and exposed just how shockingly easy it had been for the CCP to penetrate the top echelons of Britain’s ruling elite. Another particularly disturbing aspect of the scandal related to the hapless Prince Andrew’s pitch@palace initiative, aimed ostensibly at matching smart British ideas with investors – with the Duke creaming off 2 per cent of the profits. Yang established and ran a China arm of the organisation, giving the CCP the ability to pick off cutting-edge British ideas and start-ups – all with Royal endorsement. Internationally, Ireland’s powerful privacy regulator fined TikTok, a Chinese-owned social media app, €530 million (£450 million) for illegally sending personal data of Europeans to China and not being sufficiently transparent with users.

Measuring what is going on in the Chinese economy is also becoming more difficult as statistics, always dodgy, become increasingly political. Shortly before Christmas 2025, Gao Shanwen, a top economist and former official at China’s central bank, cast doubt on official figures, telling a conference in Washington DC that China’s growth over recent years was likely just 2 per cent, which is less than half what the government had claimed. Gao then promptly disappeared. Online commentaries, in which he had also highlighted soaring unemployment, China’s ‘dispirited youth’ and ‘disenchanted middle-aged’, were deleted by censors. A few months earlier, Zhu Hengpeng, a top economist with the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences’ Institute of Economics, also disappeared after making disparaging remarks about Xi Jinping’s economic stewardship in what he thought was a private online chat group. Another problem Xi faces is that although Trump is undoubtedly haemorrhaging trust among allies and other trading partners, China has never enjoyed much trust in the first place. That trust deficit is increasingly evident in Southeast Asia, which is a key area of competition for influence. Xi’s appeals for them to stand shoulder to shoulder with China against the US were particularly shrill, though most preferred to change the subject, having long experience of Chinese coercion and ugly nationalism. They looked for a way of coming to their own accommodation with Washington, wary of being used as transhipment centres for tariff-dodging Chinese firms and as a dumping ground for cheap Chinese exports looking for new markets. Thailand, always a master of geopolitical hedging, was one case in point. Surging Chinese investment came under closer scrutiny, as did Chinese organised crime, much of it emanating from the ‘special economic zones’ dotting the Mekong river, which service a vast cyber scamming industry, explored in more detail in chapter eight. Since the first edition of this book was published, Beijing has stepped up ‘security partnerships’ in the region, which has included highly publicised crackdowns on some of these scamming centres. However, key criminal figures with close links to the CCP continued to thrive, and the suspicion among regional law enforcement officials is that the crackdown was highly selective, concentrating on scammers who have targeted China.

When a 7.7 magnitude earthquake shook Myanmar and Thailand in March 2025, the only building to collapse in Bangkok was a thirty-storey skyscraper being built by a Chinese state company, killing nearly 100 people. Investigations concentrated on the fraudulent use of substandard steel, and the top executive of China Railway No. 10 Engineering Group, the builder, was arrested on suspicion of illegally setting up the business in Thailand. All mention of China’s role in the collapsed building was scrubbed from the Chinese internet; it did not fit with the CCP’s narrative of China as a constructive and generous partner in the neighbourhood. In vigorously pursuing the case, the Thai government appeared to be sending a message that it was nobody’s geopolitical puppet. It was also responding to a popular backlash against China. As Thai officials prepared to welcome two giant pandas, which Beijing offered to lend to Thailand to mark the fiftieth anniversary of diplomatic relations, there was anger online and among Thai conservationists. They argued that instead of paying hefty rents for the pandas – typically half a million dollars per panda per year – the Thai authorities should concentrate instead on improving the welfare of elephants, its own national animal.

The game of musical chairs that is China’s corruption crackdown at home also continued. Those swept up included Wang Jianjun, the vice chairman of China’s top securities regulatory body, whose job had been supervising a new index for technology companies. He went missing in January 2025 and was reportedly under investigation for ‘serious violations of discipline and law’. His disappearance was followed by that of Jin Zhuanlong, the CCP chief at the Ministry of Industry and Information Technology and an aerospace expert who specialised in winged missile design (his predecessor was also collared for corruption). A top-level purge in the People’s Liberation Army also continued. As this book will reveal, it is difficult to remove corruption from the system, when corruption is the system, and accusations are routinely used to purge opponents or those considered insufficiently loyal to Xi. Both Wang and Jin focused on overseeing the tech sector, and their purge again raised questions about whether Xi can foster innovation through fear and diktat in a system riddled with so much fraud.

As for the mimic octopus, after giving birth the females engage in a form of grim self-harm, devouring themselves until they die. So, at the end, the world’s master of shape-shifting is its own worst enemy.

London, June 2025




CHAPTER 1

The Death Star Canteen


‘China became the world’s factory floor. Consumer goods, which were hardly ever seen in the country in 1981, are now abundant.

The Made-in-China list today grows ever longer, its products more sophisticated . . . the world’s factory is now the world’s laboratory and marketplace.’

President Xi Jinping, October 2017



Among the more seasoned traders, the lobby bar of the Sheraton Hotel in the southern Chinese city of Dongguan was known as the Death Star canteen on account of the dizzying number of languages and dialects to be heard there. During the Canton Fair it was packed day and night with buyers who came from every corner of the planet to visit the world’s largest trade show. Rather in the manner of the fictional space station of the Star Wars movies, the bar did have a common language of sorts, its own version of ‘galactic basic’, with conversations punctuated by the universal commercial jargon of ‘lead times’, ‘MOQs’ (minimum order quantities), ‘costs’, ‘price’ and ‘schedules’. The bar was to one side of the hotel’s cavernous lobby, which was lined with artificial palm trees, tall mirrors and giant television screens looping kitschy videos – a log fire, coral reef, mountains. Large chandeliers hung from a distant ceiling. The traders huddled in excitable groups, barking loudly at each other or into mobile phones that transmitted their deal-making across multiple time zones. It was always a mystery to me why they preferred to discuss their business in the bar rather than in the privacy of their rooms, to which they would only occasionally dash to collect or deposit documents or samples. The atmosphere was always urgent, bordering on the neurotic, and when riding in the elevator with a group of traders it was wise to stand clear of the console as fingers stabbed manically at the door-close button at each stop, as if every micro-second lost was business forfeited. Perhaps it was.

An enormous fleet of minibuses stood ready to whisk the traders back and forth to the China Import and Export Fair Complex, the largest of its type in the world, consisting of forty-five hangar-like exhibition halls covering more than 1.6 million square metres.1 That is roughly equivalent to 225 Wembley football pitches and is larger than London’s Hyde Park. In the years before the Covid-19 pandemic hit travel and commerce, demand was so great that the event was split into two, one in the spring and one in the autumn, and together they regularly attracted around 400,000 buyers from more than 200 countries. Each fair lasted two weeks and was sub-divided into three phases. Phase one included electronics and home appliances, lighting, vehicles and accessories, machinery, hardware tools, building materials, chemical products and energy. Phase 2 was given over to daily consumer goods, gifts, toys and home decoration, while the third and final phase included textiles and clothing, footwear, office, luggage and leisure products, medicine and health care, and food items. The changeover seemed seamless as the stands and displays of one army of factories gave way to the next. As a buyer, planning and focus were essential, as was stamina. Navigating the vast and crowded complex could be exhausting, and even veteran buyers admitted they’d only ever explored a fraction of it. If a product wasn’t on display it could be made to order, and some traders arrived armed with their own samples, marvelling at the ability of the factories to reverse engineer and then quickly reproduce the most complex of products at a fraction of the price. This truly was the workshop of the world, and it was easy to understand the buzz of the Death Star canteen as the buyers took in the enormity of it all as well as the raw and addictive power of ‘Made in China’.

The 500-room Sheraton Dongguan was not the closest of the countless hotels that serviced the Canton Fair complex, which was set on an island in the Pearl River on the outskirts of Guangzhou, the regional capital. However, it was convenient for its proximity to the factories, which were concentrated in a vast arch around the Pearl River delta, to the north of Hong Kong and Shenzhen. To those who came by car or train from the former British colony, this journey too was a revelation. The landscape was one of endless sprawling factories, tens of thousands of them, mostly identikit low, squat buildings with walls of stained white, pale blue or peach tiles and surrounded by tall fences. The blocks that housed adjoining dormitories were distinguished only by the laundry hanging from windows, the meagre possessions of the migrant workers on whose backs China’s economic miracle was built. Guangdong province, which hosts the Canton Fair, is China’s most populous and has the country’s largest transient population – more than a quarter of its 126 million people are migrants, mostly working in the factories.2 Across China, the annual return of migrants to their home provinces for Chinese New Year has been described as the largest movement of humanity on the planet, with an estimated 2 billion journeys taken during the holiday period. It is not so much a workforce as an army, a force which turned China into the world’s biggest exporter, dominating trade in everything from toys to textiles, mobile phones and other consumer electronics.

China even spawned a series of towns that traders less familiar with the Mandarin language named after their dominant product or service. There was ‘zipper and button town’ (Qiaotou in Zhejiang province), which dominated the international market in both; ‘bra town’ (Gurao in Guangdong province), which had an iron grip on global underwear; ‘jeans town’ (Xintang, also in Guangdong), which was built on denim; and ‘rubbish town’ (Guiyu, still in Guangdong), the world’s largest electronic waste dump, where mountains of e-waste were imported for recycling. By the time Xi Jinping came to power in 2012, labour costs in China were rising and many buyers of lower-end products, such as shoes and textiles, were looking at cheaper locations, such as Cambodia, Bangladesh or Indonesia. But the word among the hard-nosed buyers in the Death Star canteen was that this was easier said than done. The would-be usurpers simply couldn’t compete with the depth and sophistication of China’s supply chains. Not only could just about every imaginable product be bought or made in China, but so could all the components that made up those products, and the components that made up those components – all to a schedule and of a quality that was hard, if not impossible, for others to compete with.

Where rising costs did drive low-end manufacturers away from China, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) did not mourn their loss, at least not officially, since it became a Party mantra that China needed to go upmarket. It was not enough to be the world’s factory, a manufacturing superpower, Xi Jinping wanted China to lead the world in innovation and the technologies of the future. In his eyes, Shenzhen, the gaudy high-rise gateway to southern China, was testament to the success of that policy. This was where China’s economic reforms began, a laboratory for paramount leader Deng Xiaoping’s ‘reform and opening’ policy, which we shall examine in more detail in the next chapter. It was China’s first Special Economic Zone, established by Deng in 1980, and initially was fenced off from the rest of the country. Back then, it was a sleepy settlement with a population of barely 30,000; at the time of writing, it is the fifth most populous city in China, home to nearly 18 million people and a forest of glistening skyscrapers, just across the border from Hong Kong.

Shenzhen led the way from low-wage manufacturing to more ‘value-added’ businesses, in the jargon of economists – or ‘high-quality growth’ as Chinese leaders called it, the city becoming a symbol of their high-tech ambition. In 2020, Chen Rugui, the city’s mayor, claimed it already hosted 70,000 tech companies and that the ‘new economy’ accounted for 60 per cent of GDP.3 The city’s Yue Hai district was the high-tech hub, boasting dozens of home-grown start-ups, nurtured with generous government support, and the mayor had a roll call of some of China’s leading tech giants. Shenzhen was the base of Tencent, a gaming and social media giant and owner of WeChat (Weixin in Chinese), the app for everything, and DJI, the world’s biggest manufacturer of consumer drones. Huawei, China’s telecoms champion, had a sprawling campus – a city within a city – on the edge of town. Also here was BYD, now vying with Tesla as the world’s top seller of electric vehicles. Shenzhen Inovance Technology, a big robot maker, aspired to supply the area’s factories with humanoids, preparing for the day when the supply of cheap migrant labour dried up. Even the city’s highways had a tech theme – including Science and Research Road and High Tech Road. The city was presented by officials as China’s answer to Silicon Valley. It boasted of being the country’s fastest growing metropolis, a city of youth and opportunity. A popular 2022 comedy drama, Qi ji – Ben xiao hai (Nice View), the story of a poor twenty-year-old who started out repairing mobile phones, overcoming numerous difficulties to achieve success, played to that legend.

Opening the Communist Party congress in October 2017, Xi Jinping boasted of how China had been transformed. ‘China became the world’s factory floor. Consumer goods, which were hardly ever seen in the country in 1981, are now abundant,’ he boasted. ‘The Made-in-China list today grows ever longer, its products more sophisticated . . . the world’s factory is now the world’s laboratory and marketplace.’4 Whether it was viewed from the rostrum of the Great Hall of the People or the bar stools of the Death Star canteen, China was not only indispensable to the global economy, but its rise to global dominance seemed inevitable and unstoppable.

In late 2018, in a speech marking four decades since the country embarked on its economic transformation, Xi promised that the economy would continue to produce ‘miracles that will impress the world’.5 China’s GDP per person grew by an average annual rate of 8.5 per cent over that period, faster than any other major economy, doubling incomes every nine years.6 In 1979, national income per head was less than $200, roughly on a par with Bangladesh or Afghanistan; in 2018 it was about to surpass $10,000, close to the world average, and China was considered a ‘middle income country’ with a thriving 300 million-strong middle class.7 In 1978, China’s exports were valued at $10 billion, less than 1 per cent of world trade; forty years later, the country was by far the world’s biggest exporter, shifting goods worth more than $4 trillion.8 The World Bank marvelled at how China had pulled almost 800 million people out of ‘extreme poverty’, as defined by incomes below $1.90 per day. Such poverty was near universal in China in 1979, but forty years later afflicted just 5.5 million people. ‘China’s economic growth and poverty reduction over the past 40 years are historically unprecedented, both in speed and scale,’ the World Bank said in a gushing report jointly published with the Chinese government.9 As the size of China’s economy closed in on that of the United States ($18 trillion for China against $25.5 trillion for the US in 2022) economists speculated as to when Beijing would take the psychologically important crown. For most it wasn’t a matter of if, but when, with 2030 as a popular date. When adjusted for what economists call purchasing power parity – broadly speaking, what you can buy for your money in different countries – China was already ahead.10

By 2018, China had also become the world’s biggest bilateral lender, with its giant state-owned banks issuing nearly $500 billion in international loans11 – a figure that was to more than double again over the following five years. China was the world’s largest source of overseas tourists, who were also the world’s biggest spenders.12 The country was also the largest source of international students.13 This economic clout was rapidly transforming into political and strategic influence, and also bankrolling one of the biggest military expansions and modernisation ever seen during peacetime. When China Rules the World, gloated the title of a book by one credulous British author who argued that not only would China replace the United States as the world’s dominant power, but that in the process the world would become more Chinese, not more Western.14 The phrase ‘the East is rising and the West is declining’ gained currency after the 2008 global financial crisis, which China weathered better than most, and which bolstered the confidence of Chinese leaders in the fundamental superiority of their own system. Over the years that followed, it became a catchphrase of state-owned media and government officials in describing their vision of the future. Xi Jinping argued that China’s model was not only superior, but one to be emulated, particularly by the Global South, a term used increasingly for the world’s less developed counties, which China aspired to lead. ‘The Chinese path to modernization is a sure path to build a stronger nation,’ Xi said. ‘Chinese-style modernization breaks the myth of “modernization equals Westernization”.’15

Xi’s ‘model’ has attracted many labels: ‘state capitalism’, a ‘socialist market economy’, ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics’, and numerous permutations, including the more recent and clunkier ‘socialism with Chinese characteristics for the new era (guided by Xi Jinping thought)’. Some are empty slogans, while others attempt to describe an evolving blend of market and state control. It is a system in which private companies are the most dynamic and innovative players, responsible for 60 per cent of GDP and 80 per cent of urban employment,16 but are kept on an increasingly tight leash, and where the market is supposed to do as the Party tells it. Among the characteristics of China’s ‘model’ are a capitalism at times so raw that it would make Victorian factory owners blush, with limited worker rights, minimum social safety net and a wilful indifference to environmental degradation. The primary drivers of the economy have been the massed ranks of exporters who grace the Canton Fair, together with vast state-backed investment in infrastructure and property. By one estimate, during just three years between 2010 and 2013, China poured more concrete than the United States did in the entire twentieth century.17 This has delivered apparently heady rates of growth, but the statistics need to be treated with caution; the system is still built around rigid five-year plans, with officials at all levels rewarded and penalised by their ability to hit growth targets – which have also provided an enormous incentive to cheat, and has resulted in the routine debasement of official statistics. Even China’s own officials have described the economy as ‘unbalanced’ and ‘unsustainable’.18 This economy operates beneath an autocratic political system in which the Chinese Communist Party is increasingly intolerant of any dissent.

For all the attempts to pin a label on it, none seems adequately to capture an economy that can be highly addictive to outsiders, but also predatory and surreal. Nor does one label come close to capturing the often bruising and mind-bending experiences of many of those seeking to navigate its seemingly arbitrary twists and turns. Western admirers have characterised the economy as essentially technocratic, overseen by skilled pragmatists, planning for the long term unlike their skittish Western counterparts – something to be praised and emulated. However, the CCP’s behaviour frequently resembles that of a mafia don and an international loan shark. At home, the economy is riddled with corruption and deceit, while globally China routinely uses its new economic muscle to bully and coerce, plundering foreign technology through all available means. Mao Zedong had a big thing about contradictions – they were the basis of life, driving it forward, he once mused.19 Yet even he might have struggled to understand the muddled dynamics of the modern Chinese economy. What follows is a story of that economy, of what really lies behind the transformation of China into what I characterise as a vampire state. It is a story of the Party’s single-minded efforts to bend economics and business to its own will and ambition – with the ultimate aim of ensuring its own survival, but which is now facing its biggest crisis since reforms began in the late 1970s.

The Covid-19 pandemic shut down the Canton Fair for three years, during which China closed its borders and imposed the world’s most draconian restrictions on its population in an ultimately failed effort to completely eliminate the virus. A fair of sorts was held online, but the vast China Import and Export Fair Complex sat eerily empty like some sort of lost world or decaying film set. The nearby city of Guangzhou saw some of the most severe lockdowns, with millions confined to their homes for weeks on end. When the fair reopened its doors again in 2023, traders reported that business was much slower. State media tried to talk up the occasion, pointing to a record 35,000 exhibitors and the greater presence of China’s burgeoning high-tech firms,20 but the atmosphere was more subdued, and the cavernous halls lacked the energy and optimism that had once been their hallmark.

The more perceptive traders who travelled by road will have noticed the changes as soon as they crossed from Hong Kong to Shenzhen. More than a quarter of Shenzhen’s office space was now empty, the highest rate of any major Chinese city, and the population had shrunk for the first time since reforms began as the tech giants cut their workforces.21 The city’s pioneering slogan had been ‘time is money, efficiency is life’, but now in the tech district, opposite the headquarters of Tencent, sat an artwork, a futuristic cube on which was etched a hammer and sickle and the words, ‘Follow the Party, start your business’ – the Party pointedly coming first.22 One of the most prominent of the empty office blocks was the forty-three-storey Excellence Centre, the former headquarters of Evergrande, which the bankrupt property giant abandoned in 2022.23 The world’s most indebted property firm was the first casualty of a bursting property bubble, which battered the nation’s developers and exposed a mountain of debt engulfing not only them, but also banks and local governments which had been swept along in the property mania.

Foreign investors were turning their backs on China, growth was stagnating, stock markets slumping and unemployment soaring among the young people on whom Shenzhen had once relied for its dynamism. The benign international environment that had abetted China’s rise was over, amid an intensifying technology trade war with the United States and worsening relations with the West in general. Geopolitical tensions were soaring, notably around Taiwan and in the South China Sea. China’s share of the global economy, which rose nearly twentyfold from 1 per cent in 1990 to 18.4 per cent in 2021, appeared to be going into reverse. After slipping slightly in 2022, it dropped by an estimated 1.4 per cent to 17 per cent in 2023.24 More sympathetic commentators argued that China would inevitably bounce back, that it had weathered problems before, and that this was all a blip after the economic strictures of the pandemic. However, by early 2024 the bounce back looked increasingly illusive, and the economic problems far more deep-seated.

Traders can be a hard-nosed and unsentimental crowd, especially those who routinely prowled the alleyways of the Canton Fair, one of the least sentimental places on the planet. They were laser focused on price and profit, and in the view of most of the buyers I met over the years neither messy geopolitics nor concerns over human rights should interfere with the serious business of striking a deal. As the Canton Fair resumed, that was a view the CCP sought to encourage, telling the world that China was once again open for business and that it remained committed to further ‘reform and opening’. Yet the policies pursued by Xi, his growing belligerence abroad and his strengthening of the role of the Party in every aspect of life at home, seemed to belie those assurances. The atmosphere in Xi’s China was altogether more hostile to foreigners. China’s openness and engagement with the Western-led global economic system seemed to have been opportunistic and temporary. Many of those gathered in the not-so-crowded Death Star canteen at the Sheraton concluded that China’s economic miracle was over; others questioned whether the miracle had ever been for real and whether the days of ‘Made in China’ might be drawing to a close. ‘Reform and opening’ was looking increasingly like an empty slogan, and even the most hardened traders realised the economic ground was rapidly shifting beneath them.




CHAPTER 2

The Myth of ‘Reform and Opening’


‘Coolly observe, calmly deal with things, hold your position, hide your capacities, bide your time, accomplish things where possible.’

Deng Xiaoping



The circular plaque is made of metal and is about the size of a saucer. At the centre is Deng Xiaoping’s head in profile, around which are etched the words in Chinese and English, OUR GENERAL DESIGNER. COMRADE DENG XIAOPING. It was presented to me in 1995 by officials in the town of Guang’an, Deng’s birthplace, at the end of a lengthy dinner of mouth-numbingly spicy Sichuan food with the local governor. The governor was a tall gregarious man with more than a passing resemblance to Mao Zedong, and the meal was punctuated by endless toasts in the local baijiu, a fiery sorghum liquor – to eternal friendship, brotherhood, and of course to Deng. The governor insisted on toasting each member of my team individually, and by the end of the meal, it was hard to know what we were drinking to, since the governor’s words were increasingly slurred, and he eventually had to be helped from the restaurant by his officials.

Guang’an lies around seventy miles to the north of the mega-city of Chongqing in China’s southwestern Sichuan province, and Deng was born here in 1904. At the time of my visit, he had not been seen in public for well over a year and was assumed to be close to death, though he hung on for another year and a half before passing away in February 1997, aged ninety-two. There was considerable speculation about whether the policies of ‘reform and opening’, so closely associated with Deng, would outlive him, and I was there to make a television news report speculating about that. Guang’an, whose population was barely 50,000 at the time, had clearly decided to cash in on Deng’s fame, and much of the scrappy town resembled a building site – multiple ‘development zones’, as the governor described them, to which he was confident the world would soon flock. Slogans strung across their dusty entrances conveyed that optimism: ‘Guang’an must go to the world and the world will know Guang’an well’, ‘Guang’an must be well constructed’, they read. However, it was the bustle and noise of market day that gave a better picture of China’s new energy. Vendors, many still wearing threadbare Mao-style suits, had come from miles around and just about everything and anything was for sale. Just walking a few metres was exhausting amid the hooting and shouting, the constant human traffic hauling bags and trollies laden with vegetables, fruit, ducks, pigs and chickens. One enterprising seller of rat poison had laid out in neat rows several dead rats, presumably to demonstrate the effectiveness of his product. Nearby, a traditional medicine seller hawking ‘bear’ and ‘tiger’ parts was being harangued by a farmer who clearly felt he knew a cow or buffalo bone when he saw one.

Deng’s family home lay just over a hill from downtown Guang’an, in a township called Paifang. The slogans along the roadside here urged the newly empowered farmers to obey the law, pay taxes and not steal electricity. Another urged them to ‘follow the socialist line’. The tax issue was particularly touchy in this region following riots a few months before my visit, which were blamed on corrupt officials extorting money from farmers, supposedly for new roads. ‘There was a problem with the peasants, when a few people organised them to attack schools and government buildings, and to burn cars,’ one official told me dismissively, assuring me that the troublemakers had been ‘dealt with’.

Deng’s family home was a sprawling seventeen-room farmhouse, built around an inner courtyard. The local authorities were turning it into a museum, with rooms devoted to different periods of his life, with pride of place given to a large bed made from lacquered wood. ‘And this is where Comrade Deng Xiaoping was born, right here,’ my guide said with evident pride. When I suggested the Deng family appeared to be quite well off, she quickly put me in my place. ‘It was a big family,’ she explained, uncomfortable with suggestions of bourgeois roots. ‘But not very rich. Middle level. Only middle level.’ For an additional fee I was invited to meet Deng Xiaoping’s cousin, a man called Dan Wenquan. Only, he appeared to be a rather distant cousin, who had never met his illustrious relative and had never been to Beijing. ‘Of course, if there’s a way, I’d love to meet him. Though I’m sure he’s very busy,’ he told me. Dan was enthusiastic about plans by the authorities to build a new tourist centre on the ridge above, complete with restaurant, karaoke bar, teahouse, hotel and souvenir shop – at which he clearly hoped he could further leverage his distant connection.

In a compound next door, I was taken to meet Wu Wei Chang who told me how she had seized the new spirit of enterprise to set up a small business distilling liquor from sorghum and wheat. She shrugged when I asked whether the governor was among her customers, since he seemed rather keen on the product. ‘Farmers are better off now. They can afford to buy more liquor,’ she said, serving a steady stream of customers before showing me the motorcycle she had bought from the profits. I was then taken to a nearby primary school, which had been built in 1946 to replace the one where Deng studied and where I was assured that the spirit of the paramount leader lived on, the students telling me mechanically that it was their duty to carry out reform, with only the sketchiest idea of what that meant. One teacher said that after the ‘glorious revolution’ in 1949, the triumphant communists had turned the school into what he described as a facility for ‘reform through labour’, before quickly changing the subject under the withering look of my local government guide.

On the way back to the centre of Guang’an, our car was stuck for a while behind an overloaded truck that had shed half its load of pigs and chickens, and the driver was frantically trying to round up the traumatised animals. It was hard to know quite what to make of the town. Deng Xiaoping, the man they called their ‘general designer’, had left there when he was sixteen, never to return, even when he was Communist Party boss in nearby Chongqing during the early 1950s. To ask local officials why Deng had never come back was to invite a vacant look not dissimilar to that of the dazed animals on the road in front of me. Guang’an was a chaotic place that was for sure, but not without a certain entrepreneurial energy. I’d witnessed a frenetic farmers market, been introduced to a booze merchant as a model of enterprise, met the governor who’d got blotto on that very product, been to a school that was also for a while a prison and met a man who claimed to be a distant cousin of Deng Xiaoping, but didn’t have much of a clue about him. The cousin and the school were very possibly both fakes. Yet in a way these very details said more about Deng and his reforms than a good many of the hagiographic profiles and empty platitudes produced over the years.

Who can forget the images of a smiling diminutive Deng, less than five feet tall, donning a ten-gallon cowboy hat at a Texas rodeo during a 1979 visit to the United States, proving, as one commentator put it at the time, ‘that he was not only good-humoured, but, after all, less like one of “those Communists” and more like “us”.’1 Or as another noted: ‘The whistling, cheering crowd watches with delight as Deng theatrically dons his new hat. And in one simple gesture, Deng seems to not only end thirty years of acrimony between China and America, but to give his own people permission to join him in imbibing American life and culture.’2

The visit came just weeks after Deng had supposedly seen off hardliners, consolidated control of the Communist Party and kicked off reforms at a key Party meeting. This followed a two-year power struggle following the death of Mao Zedong, and Deng would soon be telling the world that ‘to get rich is glorious’ and ‘It doesn’t matter whether a cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice’ – both presented as evidence of Deng’s pragmatism and lack of ideological baggage. This was, after all, a man who had been purged twice, once by Mao during the Cultural Revolution and later more briefly in 1976 as factions manoeuvred for power ahead of Mao’s death. ‘By orchestrating China’s transition to a market economy, Deng Xiaoping has left a lasting legacy on China and the world . . . The outcomes of Deng’s reforms have been without historical peer,’ as one commentary put it.3 In 1986, Time magazine named him its man of the year, hailing his ‘audacious effort to create what amounts almost to a new form of society’.4 It sometimes seemed that while Deng had eschewed a cult of personality at home, it was alive and well in the West.

The reality and the motives of ‘reform and opening’ were rather different. It is misleading to see the December 1978 leadership conference as a seminal moment, which is how it is presented in CCP propaganda. As noted by Bao Tong, a former aide to Party Secretary Zhao Ziyang, who was ousted after the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre, ‘To put a halo on this meeting as a conference of reform and opening up is to concoct a myth.’5 The official communiqué of the meeting only referred twice to ‘reform’ and there was no mention of the market. Deng was reluctant to criticise Mao, and it would be six years before the term ‘reform and opening’ became more widely used.6 The process of market reforms, reducing the role of the state and allowing more private enterprise, together with opening China to trade and investment, was a faltering process – as it has remained. The slogans attributed to Deng are of dubious provenance or have been taken out of context. The phrase ‘To get rich is glorious’ has been cited thousands of times, and as a slogan it seemed to capture the mood of the times, but there is no evidence he ever said it.7 Deng’s black-and-white cat quote is also not quite what it seems. Alexander V. Pantsov, a biographer of Deng, has traced it to a 1962 Party session examining rural work at which Deng said: ‘In districts where the life of peasants is difficult, we can use various methods. The comrades from Anhui said, “It doesn’t matter if the cat is black or yellow, as long as it can catch mice it is a good cat”.’8 The context was in regard to efforts to restore agricultural production, the yellow cat would later become white, and Deng is quoting someone else.

Deng’s ten-gallon cowboy hat is now on display in a glass cabinet as part of ‘The Road to Rejuvenation’ exhibition in the National Museum of China on Tiananmen Square in Beijing. The museum, which opened in 2011, was plagued by infighting within the Party over what constituted ‘correct’ history. You will, for example, be hard-pressed to find any mention of the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution, during which tens of millions of people died of starvation or abuse. The Great Leap, a campaign from 1958 to 1962 to transform the country’s economy, which resulted in the most severe famine in recorded history, merits the briefest of mentions: ‘The project of constructing socialism suffered severe complications.’ The Cultural Revolution, a decade-long campaign of political persecution and turmoil from 1966 to 1976, is marked by a single photograph.

It was Deng who in 1989 sent the People’s Liberation Army to murder hundreds, perhaps thousands, of protesting students in and around Tiananmen Square. The only reference in the museum to that period is a photograph of Deng meeting Mikhail Gorbachev, the then Soviet leader, who was visiting Beijing. Even the most ardent Western admirers of Deng accept that the massacre somewhat blotted his copy book – though he rehabilitated himself in the minds of many investors when he rebooted reforms three years later in what became known as his Southern Tour. He was ailing at the time, and his only title was honorary chairman of the China Bridge Association (the card game, that is), but he still wielded immense power and his visit to the places where reform began was seen as an endorsement of its continuation.9

Tiananmen Square was not the only dark and brutal episode in Deng’s biography. Between 1949 and 1952 he was Party enforcer in southwest China, based out of Chongqing, and charged with supressing counter revolutionaries and introducing agrarian reforms. The wave of public executions on his watch was so large that even Mao found the barbarity excessive, writing to Deng that ‘We should not kill too many people . . . If we kill too many, we will forfeit public sympathy and shortage of labour power will arise.’10 In Deng’s region the daily rate of killings then fell to nine or ten a day, as opposed to more than 400 previously. Called to Beijing, Deng would later lead a campaign against the intelligentsia, who had been encouraged to voice their opinions in what became known as the ‘Hundred Flowers Campaign’. Having flushed them out, Deng was tasked to ‘squeeze the pus out of the abscess’, something he undertook with relish.11 During this Anti-Rightist Campaign, which lasted from 1957 to 1959, beatings and torture were routine, and around half a million people were sent to ‘re-education through labour’ – very possibly utilising the school I had visited in Deng’s home town.

It has been argued that reforms in the countryside began not through CCP initiative, but spontaneously. After the death of Mao, the country was so impoverished and traumatised that many farmers took control of land from the hated communes. The household contract system, as it became known, whereby the land was in effect leased to farmers in return for a specified amount of harvest, proliferated locally before it was endorsed by Beijing.12 In essence reform and opening was forced upon the CCP because the country was in such a dire state and the Party itself was facing an existential threat. ‘It was in order to strengthen the Party. Deng Xiaoping realized that the Party on its then trajectory was doomed,’ Bilahari Kausikan, Singapore’s former top diplomat, told me. Or as China scholar Yasheng Huang has written, ‘The history of Chinese reforms is one of central leaders acknowledging and approving of fait accompli on the ground, not one of a wise ruler designing and micro-managing each reform measure.’13

Mao presided over three decades of endless campaigns, purges and persecution. While the Great Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution are usually given prominence by Western scholars, underground Chinese historians believe the silencing of critical thinking during the earlier Anti-Rightist Campaign, overseen by Deng, paved the way for the later madness since it gave Mao a free hand.14 Another of Mao’s campaigns frequently overlooked was his Third Front Movement, which entailed the mass shifting of heavy industry and the construction of a self-sufficient military-industrial base in China’s rugged interior. This initially covert campaign, which was at its most intense between 1964 and the mid-1970s, was motivated by Mao’s paranoia about possible attacks from the United States and the Soviet Union, and his obsession with self-sufficiency and putting industry beyond their reach. ‘With the Third Front, CCP leaders reconceptualized the entire country as one giant battlefield in which society and economy were militarized in advance in preparation for the perceived threat of a surprise attack,’ writes Covell F. Meyskens in his study of that period.15 Not only did this entail the mass mobilisation of often forced labour, but dispersing and hiding industry in mountainous locations which were difficult to access made no economic sense. It is little wonder that by the time Deng saw off his rivals and seized power in 1978, the country was isolated, with no serious trading partners, and a population living largely hand-to-mouth. Individual livelihoods were sacrificed to Mao’s brutality and his paranoid obsession with self-sufficiency and security – his own, as well as that of the country. Personal freedoms simply did not exist; the Party controlled every aspect of an individual’s life, from work and travel to the ability to marry and have children, with zero tolerance of dissent. This is the desperate base line from which reforms began.

There were times Deng clashed with Mao, but also times when he was happy to do his brutal bidding. Mao was a mass murderer and Deng willingly participated in some of the worst instances of that gratuitous violence. Deng was always a Party loyalist, and he can only be described as a pragmatist in the sense that he was willing to do whatever was necessary to protect the Party and maintain its dictatorship. In his memoir, Zhao Ziyang, who was China’s premier from 1980 to 1987 and general secretary of the Party from 1987 to 1989, writes, ‘Reforms were precisely intended to further consolidate the Communist Party’s one-party rule. Deng firmly rejected any reform that would weaken that.’16 Zhao advocated a more accommodating response to the Tiananmen Square protesters and as a result was ousted after the massacre. He spent the rest of his life under house arrest, during which he secretly recorded his thoughts and recollections, which were smuggled and published outside the country. ‘[Deng] despised systems in which powers were separated by checks and balances,’ Zhao writes.17 ‘Stability trumped everything else. His belief was that without stability, in the midst of chaos, nothing could be accomplished. In order to maintain stability, dictatorship was the ultimate weapon.’18 In Zhao’s telling, the early understanding of how to proceed with reform was ‘shallow and vague’. While there was a wide desire to move on from Maoist madness and a desperate need to improve livelihoods, the debate over the way forward was riven with suspicion towards private initiative and the outside world. Zhao is widely regarded as a liberal and a reformer, but even for him the Communist Party’s position was inviolable. If he considered political reform at all, it was to improve the administrative efficiency of the Party. Only later, during the long years of isolation in his courtyard home did he begin to believe in real political change and recognise that the roots of tyranny and corruption lay in the lack of accountability of a one-party state – a Communist Party that was above the law.

Deng spoke vaguely about putting ‘capitalist tools’ in socialist hands, but it was not until a Party congress in 1982 that he used the term ‘Socialism with Chinese characteristics’ to describe his approach. In the years that followed this came to mean an evolving blend of market and state control, though at the time Deng was vague about what it meant – perhaps because the messy process defied explanation. When author and academic Frank Dikötter explored local Party archives from the reform period he found a picture of chaos and confusion as local officials tried to combine remnants of the planned economy with what one economist described as ‘selected, pasteurized, partial, truncated, restricted and disjointed pieces of market and private property policy’.19 The Party continued to issue five-year plans and growth targets which resulted in the debasement of local statistics, which were subject to wholesale distortion and fabrication – which soon became a characteristic of CCP rule, which we shall examine later. Dikötter likens the good ship Reform to a tanker that looks surprisingly seaworthy from a distance, while below deck frantic sailors are pumping water and plugging holes to keep the vessel afloat and the officers themselves are engaged in interminable struggles for power.20

To take the tanker analogy a step further, Western governments and companies were only too happy to take the signals from the bridge at face value. As were we journalists, who knew that nothing satisfied the cravings of a news editor more than a story about old communists embracing capitalism, and the more absurdly rapacious the former comrades behaved the better. In boardrooms across the world, the promise and mystique of the China market were enough to suspend rational judgements, and when their firms were taken to the cleaners, they were all too often complicit in the process. China was a fiendishly difficult place to make money, but Western companies routinely exaggerated their successes and played down their losses – and continue to do so.

A high point of Western delusion was the 2001 decision to allow China to join the World Trade Organization (WTO), which more than anything else hastened China’s ascent to the title of ‘workshop of the world’. Beijing promised to improve the rule of law, to protect intellectual property rights, cut import tariffs, give greater access to its market, liberalise controls on its exchange rate, scrap trade barriers and much more. Few of these things ever happened, or where one barrier was removed, another was erected. China has never provided a level playing field for foreign companies but was able to flood the world with its own cheap exports, while Western companies flocked to outsource production and supply chains to Chinese factories, hollowing out manufacturing throughout the West. This led inextricably to the dependencies the West is now, decades later, trying to unwind and which have fuelled populist anger in developed economies.

With hindsight, rushing through premature WTO membership for China was a mistake, though the decision was also political, with then US President Bill Clinton saying during negotiations, ‘Membership in the WTO, of course, will not create a free society in China overnight or guarantee that China will play by global rules. But over time, I believe it will move China faster and further in the right direction.’21 In the years that followed, China did move – but in the opposite direction. It neither played by global rules nor liberalised. The arguments that economic progress begets political openness and liberalisation are still used by business people and politicians who advocate greater engagement, though these voices are quieter, and ‘engagement’ has increasingly become a self-serving veneer to justify doing business with tyrants. As policy on China has hardened, there is a prevailing view in Washington that over the decades the West showered enormous economic advantages on a rival that ended up turning against them. There is some truth in that, but also lots of naïvety, since Beijing was never in any meaningful sense ‘with’ the West. Quite the reverse. It is also to fundamentally misunderstand the purpose, pace and nature of economic reform as seen by the CCP, which was always, and remains, to strengthen the Party.

China scholars often refer to an oscillating pattern of political relaxing and tightening in China, the fang-shou cycle, detected by the expansion or contraction of economic reform and ideological control – the assumption is that two contending groups exist within the CCP, reformers and conservatives, who vie for supremacy. By this understanding, the period 1979 to 1982 was one of relaxing followed by one year of tightening (during a campaign against ‘spiritual pollution’), followed by more easing until the Tiananmen Square massacre, which heralded a three-year period of neo-totalitarianism and then more relaxing after Deng’s Southern Tour.22 As an analytic concept, it has some merit, but whatever the stage of the cycle the dictatorship of the Party has been non-negotiable. The pattern could equally be seen as a fluctuating measure of the state of the CCP’s deep-seated paranoia – with reform dialled up or down as needed. Survival is the Party’s primary instinct, economic reform a tool to that end, and periods of opening and closing are reflections of insecurities and perceptions – real or imagined – of threats to CCP rule.

In December 2018, the Communist Party marked the fortieth anniversary of ‘reform and opening’ with a conference in the Great Hall of the People, at which President Xi Jinping said, ‘Forty years of reform and opening up have taught us that Party leadership is the defining feature of socialism with Chinese characteristics . . . The Party exercises overall leadership across all areas of endeavour in every part of the country.’23 In the language of the fang-shou cycle, Xi was presiding over a period of considerable tightening, with the Party hardening control across all aspects of society – including the economy. The Party was to be everywhere, with Xi as its core. At the time of the conference, he had been Party boss for six years and was imposing polices that sharply reversed both reform and opening while at the same time seeking to usurp the slogan for himself and his family.

The Xi family has an awkward relationship with the Dengs, and in the run up to the anniversary conference, those tensions were played out in Shenzhen, the southern city where reforms began and where Deng is most revered. The entrance to an exhibition on reform was revamped four times before its opening. A panoramic sculpture depicting Deng Xiaoping touring the area was replaced by video screens and a quote from Xi praising the country’s economic transformation, which was then replaced by quotes from both men before the sculpture was eventually reinstated.24 Sharp-eyed China-watchers also noted that in the Wangfujing
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