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Consistent Philosophy Behind China’ s Seven Decades of Economic Reforms
LI Gang
( Chinese Academy of Social Sciences Beijing 100044)

Abstract: Chinese intellectuals often carry out antagonistic analysis on China’ s economic systems before and
after reform and opening-up in 1978. An important reason is that they assume that only one of these two systems is
correct while the other must be wrong. They did not recognize the fact that both systems were mostly consistent with
China’ s productivity level at the time. According to Marxist basic principles productivity determines relations of
production while economic foundation determines the superstructure. China’ s productivity level in the 1950s was
vastly different from that after reform and opening-up in 1978. Different levels of productivity naturally require dif-
ferent relations of production and superstructures. In this sense China’ s economic reforms were not intended to ad—
dress the deviations of the first three decades. Instead they were only intended to address deviations at the time
point of reform. This paper indicates that the choice of planned economy in the initial stage after the founding of the
People’ s Republic of China in 1949 was consistent with China’ s national conditions at the time; on the other
hand reforms reflected the necessity to change the relations of production and the superstructure in line with chan—
ging productivity. From a political perspective it is justified to make idealistic reflections upon the pre—reform eco—
nomic system. However as the market-based economy takes hold in people”’ s mind it becomes unnecessary to prove
the legitimacy of market-based economic reforms by negating the pre—reform economic system—such an attitude now
appears increasingly less helpful and more harmful. From a historical dimension China’s economic system over the
past seven decades has always been designed to help China catch up with and overtake developed countries with its
existing national conditions. In essence China has been exploring a development path that keeps abreast with chan—
ging times changing national conditions and changing market conditions. China’ s successful transition is attributa—
ble to adherence to correct theoretical guidance by the Communist Party of China and China’ s traditions of
“seeking the truth” and “respecting facts.” China’ s traditional culture puts a premium on tolerance and integration
and does not believe in absolutely correct truth. Therefore Chinese do not believe in “documentation” and “funda—
mentalism” but instead are willing to adapt theories to the reality and stick to the principle that “practice is the
sole criterion for testing truth” which is a consistent philosophical basis for the seven decades of China’ s changing
economic system.
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