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Good bye, Mao?

To what extent does China's political system provide a framework for exchange programmes?

0-Background

From 30 March to 14 April I travelled with a tour group from the 'Society for German-Chinese
Understanding' Hamburg from Beijing in the north via Xiongan - Xuzhou - Chongqing - Shaoshan -
Hengshan - Changsha - Shenzhen to Guangzhou in the south
https://gdcv.de/china-studienreise-april-2025/     .
At each location, we were welcomed by local friendship societies, which are offshoots of the Ministry
of Foreign Affairs, the municipal foreign affairs departments and organisations or companies proposed
by them. The programme included an eco-digital model city, factories for motorbikes, driverless buses
and taxis, coating to reduce electricity consumption, rapid construction skyscrapers, museums and
excavation sites, Buddhist grottoes and temples, Mao's birthplace, universities, a rice cultivation
institute, cooking with a women's group, a free trade zone and a district
committee. The interests of the group of 9 people ranged from business contacts to tourism and politics.
For the Chinese partner organisations, we were a delegation of German experts/VIPs and that's
how we were treated (although I'll leave out the question of how you feel at a banquet with party
bigwigs when the waiters are standing in line on the sidelines like in feudalism).
This text is not a travelogue, but an investigation into the extent to which China can be considered a
socialist/communist state. I have not double-checked everything I saw or heard on the Internet, so there
may be discrepancies. Besides, it is difficult to give definite opinions after two weeks.
I will leave out questions that I was unable to research myself on the ground, such as the situation in
Tibet, with the Uyghurs, in Taiwan, and so on. However, I have heard some things that point to dubious
reporting on these topics in Germany.
I also refrain from making comparisons and parallels with Germany.
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1-Sources of information

+
+
+
+
+

Presentations by local politicians and experts with a high proportion of KP members
in

local
former German diplomats, one of whom was our extremely competent tour guide. We were able to

move around 'freely' and alone (see '8 Data protection') and got answers to all our questions. I tended to
address tricky topics in one-to-one conversations.



 

2-Social behaviour

As hosts, they were 'overprotecting'. There was someone at every corner, smiling and showing the
way. If you walked down the stairs together, you were constantly reminded of the steps (often labelled
'Mind your step').
In areas where no tourists had turned up for a long time (most of the places we visited), people greeted
us with 'hello' all the time. Children and teenagers also came to take photos with us. The German-
Lebanese travelling with us was flabbergasted by the unfamiliar friendliness toward foreigners. 
Conversely, a student was on the verge of tears when I praised her German. English is in short 
supply outside Beijing, even in the hotels.
'Tips' are customary for tour guides and bus drivers, but not in restaurants and taxis. It remained unclear
to me whether this is a legacy of Confucius or Mao.
The term 'elbow society', on the other hand, applies to the behaviour between people. Our tour guide
was once almost dragged off the metro because the pushers wouldn't let her get off. Two cases of
interaction with Africans also seemed problematic to me. At the markets, where there are often foreign
tourists, people can be very 'intensely motivated to buy'.
So I would not speak of the 'new man' in Che Guevara's sense.

Confucius (?) Wedding
celebration

Museums are also Carver with a
overcrowded sense of
outside of tourism humour

Influencers try to
become famous
(and rich) on the
internet

3-Ownership structure

1) In general, the term 'socialist market economy' is used, i.e. the planned economy has been
abandoned.
2) Agriculture: the communes have been dissolved, the land has been distributed according to the
number of people. It is not privatised property, but permanently allocated for use. If someone moves
away, the land is redistributed. There is no longer any harvest help from city dwellers as in Mao's time,
"machines do it".
Due to reservoirs and space-consuming settlement and road construction, there is not enough arable land
and the areas are too small to feed a family. Therefore, large food corporations lease the land of many
families and pay the 'owners' part of the income or employ them as farm labourers. However, some
farmers live better than civil servants in the cities.
3) State sector of industry: Formerly strategically important large companies (some airlines, telephone,
oil/petrol) are still state-owned. They are not coordinated with each other and work for the market, not
according to a plan. They are considered inefficient, often make losses and pay lower wages. Some
explain this by saying that the party secretary has the final say in management.
4) Private sector: this ranges from 'individual entrepreneurs' with a mobile soup kitchen to high-tech
start-ups that dominate global trade.



 

5) Foreign capital: Some companies appear to be foreign but are Chinese capital with foreign licences,
e.g. the Hilton hotels.
There was also the model where the foreign investor held 49% and the Chinese investor 51% . Recently, 
free trade zones have been on the rise. Foreigners can invest in these zones and take the profits out of 
the country at will. The tax rates are lower than for the Chinese and they often receive subsidies. 
For example, the conditions in Shenzhen on the border with Hong Kong, where this started and which 
is subsidised by the central government as a showcase to the world:

Tax concessions:

1. no taxes on reinvestment of profits in industries such as high-tech or green energy.
Tax exemption or rebates for research+development centres.

Investment grants:  

1. depending on the industry, between 1 and 3 %.
2. 5 million yuan (approx. €715,000) for the establishment of a regional management centre 
with a minimum investment of $10 million.
 
Transfer of profits abroad:  

Unlimited possible.

(The currency RMB Yuan can be exchanged freely. 1 € about 7 Yuan).

I asked an expert who described himself as a Marxist to what extent this was compatible with Marxism-
Leninism / Mao's ideas. He said:
Man must fight capitalism and think materialistically. It has been proven that it develops the productive
forces. The goals of the government are:

a) improve the situation of the population

b) Advancing the technology.

In his opinion, the instrument of free trade/special economic zones contributes to this.

In any case, a walk through the city shows that massive investments are being made. 
All the formalities for setting up a company can be completed in one day, but I haven't tried it.
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Complement to 8-Data protection:

Robo-Cop

Situation of the working class, trade unions

It is clear that foreign capital is making paradisiacal profits in China (an umbrella costs 15 cents in the
shops there, the trade margin to us is fantastic). What the people, who produce the goods,
have of it show some wage data:,
+
+
+
+
+

Flower growers: monthly 550 Y, in the peak season 700, therefore the rural exodus
Official minimum wage/hour 10 €
Industrial labour between 1100 and 5000 Y/month
domestic monolingual travel guides 400 Y/day
guide with English 500 Y/day, with German 600 Y/day (no union, depends on agencies

of season work as teachers)
,

outside
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https://www.labournet.de/category/internationales/china/gewerkschaften-china/     basisgewerkschaftliche-      
ansaetze/  

+ I have not found any direct information on managers specifically in state-owned companies,
https://www.paylab.com/cn/salaries-in-country?lang=en      , but I have not searched intensively either.
+
+

Head of marketing in a private company Y100,000 per month (= €7,500)
Managers at Mercedes and VW subsidiaries earn twice as much as in Germany, so the salary range

between the lowest and highest paid in China is even wider than in Germany
Construction sites work sometimes in two-shift operation with insufficient lighting.
In the motorbike factory (supplier to a German company, how was that with the supply chain law?)
there was no guaranteed basic salary, the entire wage depended on the number of units (piecework).
There were boards in the hall where the behaviour of the workers was rated with more or less green
points from 1-4 per criterion (by whom, I don't know). During the corona shutdown, the company paid a
minimum, partly from the company, partly from social security.
In the electricity consumption reduction company, the open-plan office was monitored by two video
cameras, the interviewee could not imagine anything under 'trade union', salary negotiations are
conducted individually once a year with the line manager.
Since youth unemployment (mainly among university graduates) exceeded 25 %, no more statistics
have been published.
Once on the trip I saw a small shop called 'Outdoor Workers Labour Union Service Station'. According
to another statement, union secretaries are not elected, but
as quiet posts before the pension . There are also party offices in private companies.
However there are also independent approaches, of which I did not notice anything directly

appointed from the management
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5-Democracy

Marxism-Leninism is taught and examined at school and university, but has no practical effect on
decisions in the company. The young generations of managers are trained according to US-American
theories.
In
Normal' Chinese can only vote at one level, namely the neighbourhood committee. From there, the
elections continue pyramidally. The result at city level is predictable, namely

a visited city there were 18,000 NGOs at 34 million inhabitants.
'

1
2
3

. Secretary of the KP

. Mayor

. Industrialist or representative of an important organisation
Therefore, there is not much interest in these elections.

"Democracy" on a
wall slogan

6-Role of the Communist Party

There are 100,000,000 members among 1,411,000,000 inhabitants, i.e. 7%. New members are elected
by existing members every five years, and entrepreneurs can become members. There are many Chinese
national flags on the streets ("The red colour of the Chinese flag is associated with communism, the
yellow of the stars stands for the people of China. The larger of the five stars in the top left-hand corner
symbolises the leadership of the Communist Party, while the four smaller stars represent the classes of
the Chinese people, workers, petty bourgeoisie, farmers and patriotic capitalists."



 

Party office in
private companybased NGOs              Party Secretary left 

and start-ups and director on the 
          right

https://shop.fahnen-koessinger.de/products/china-flagge-querformat      ) and a few with a hammer and
sickle, namely only in the army and party offices.
However, it would be a mistake to conclude from this that the party is becoming less important - quite
the opposite. The party secretary is superior to the 'actual person in charge', and this duality also exists
in state-owned enterprises. Chinese employees are not allowed to write directly to the party secretary at
work; this is done via their superiors.
Party membership is an honour or a privilege, in a clinic that displayed the curricula of its doctors at the
entrance, the director came first and directly behind him the party secretary, who was also a doctor.
Unfortunately, I didn't investigate whether membership provides any material benefits
(https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Politische_Parteien_in_der_Volksrepublik_China         ). The CP offices are
usually next to the town hall and are handsome buildings with high walls, at least in a town with an
electric fence on top.
If you ask the question about the 'ruling class' in China, it is likely to be a conglomerate of senior party
functionaries and managers of state and private companies.
An anecdote that I didn't understand until now: Normally, Chinese people like to take photos with
foreigners. When I came across a group of travellers wearing Communist Party flags and membership
badges and asked for a photo, they refused.
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7-Censorship

A tour guide stated that the reporting of foreign journalists would be checked and, in the case of
negative information, it would be verified which tour guide had been assigned to him/her. A foreign
employee at a Chinese university reported censorship of his publications and lectures.
Internet access is also censored.

censored censored censored censored 🤔

https://shop.fahnen-koessinger.de/products/china-flagge-querformat


 

When we entered the country, we were recorded (eye distance for facial recognition) and all those

8-Data protection

A few examples:
Our bus parked in the wrong place for a few minutes. The bus driver drove on quickly because the video
camera read the licence plate and automatically sent a text message telling him to drive away or he
would be fined.

under the age of 70 had to leave their 10 fingerprints. At the exit the same. An

experiment with several randomly selected Chinese people has shown that their whereabouts can be
determined within 5 minutes.

When travelling by plane or train and in many museums, all nationals and foreigners have their
passports/ID cards scanned. Our entire journey was traceable at all times, except when ticket inspectors
waved us through as a group without scanning our passports. One of our fellow travellers did not have
her passport scanned and the conductor came to her seat to type in her passport number.
I once left something in the security checkpoint at an airport. I went back half an hour later and they
asked for my boarding card. Within half a minute, they had found the line I had gone through on the
video. This can't be done so quickly by human inspection, but by scanning my face, which was linked to
the passport number. After two minutes, I had the forgotten thing back.
Another time we had to rebook a flight due to a storm. The passport was sufficient for this, the flight
ticket was linked to the number.
In the underground, 'only' the body is scanned for explosives and metal, but no passport is scanned. The
video cameras are sufficient for this, probably also with facial recognition.
There is a police station and a guard post manned by soldiers in front of every railway station to prevent
knife attacks by Uyghur underground groups.
In the language classroom of a university, the entire ceiling was fitted with cameras and directional
microphones that were able to record all the working groups. Everything is recorded, whether for
didactic or other purposes is unclear. The recordings do not go to the teachers.
Anyone who buys a phone card must provide their passport details.
This also applies to travel to Hong Kong; only residents of the neighbouring city of Shenzhen can apply
for an annual visa.
After all these experiences, I'm not surprised that China is so interested in 'artificial intelligence' to be
able to automate these amounts of surveillance.
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Now I'll go through all the areas that are usually seen as touchstones for social
democratic/socialist/communist policies:

9-Environmental protection and transport

After Beijing, we visited a test-tube city designed to relieve the pressure on Beijing. The planning
philosophy is "We are not building a city with parks, but first a park and then the city inside". This is
true, it is completely greened, like also Shenzhen.
Around 40% of cars are electric (with green licence plates). So are almost all scooters, which means that
you can't hear them when they're driving on the pavements.
However, the switch to e- does not change the traffic gridlock that cars regularly cause. China's cities
have millions of inhabitants and millions of hours are lost every day due to traffic jams.
That is why the plan in Xiongan is to use 90% public transport and make cars superfluous. To achieve
this, however, an offer must be made. In some cities there were almost no buses, in other cities they
were available but not used, and in some there were buses and they were used. There is still a lot to do
here.
We saw speeds of up 360 km/h on the high-speed train.
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10- Flats

In Beijing, people say "one flat from six wallets", i.e. the couple, the parents and the grandparents pay
so that the newlyweds can buy a flat. The situation is catastrophic, even though I only saw two homeless
people on the whole trip. Shenzhen was built from scratch in 47 years. There is no social housing, the
rent/purchase price depends on the transport links, the reputation of the schools, and so on. Registration
with the residents' registration office is very important. If you don't have it, you are not entitled to a
place in a kindergarten, etc., which are in short supply in some cities and not in others. Some city
administrations enforce this rigidly, others, where there is a strong need for labour, treat 'migrant
workers' like other citizens.
For resettlements
the previous residents

new construction of a neighbourhood

I have seen four architectural styles:
1
2
) Old town of Beijing: small one-storey houses in narrow alleyways
) in the countryside: two-storey houses for large families, make a good impression, in many villages in

the same style, which varies from region to region
) in the city centre of Guangzhou: seemingly modern multi-storey buildings, the distance between

them is 30 cm, no light gets in. In Hong Kong, entire families are supposed to live in one room.
) in all cities: newly built high-rise buildings in grey or ochre with no external decoration. We couldn't

3

4
see any of them from the inside, except for the flat of a tile manufacturer next to his factory, where we
were invited for dinner.
All major cities are full of unfinished skyscrapers, there was a 'property bubble' in which two large
corporations built speculatively and are now bankrupt.
Even in the retort city, building licences only go to private companies. However, the fee is



 

Transition to university depends on grades, there is no political control (as there was in the GDR).
Students live on campus in 4-7 room apartments. No one was allowed to marry during their studies until
the age of 20/22 (for women, men higher), contacts used to be prevented by walls and night watchmen.
Someone said that the rule from an early age is "don't stand out". Parents know that non-conformity
leads to career problems, so they pass the pressure on to their children. This may also be linked to the
desire for harmony that prevailed before the revolution.

standardised, regardless of the amount (this avoids the city council having an interest in expensive flats,
as in Spain). In addition, there are price limits for sales to residents and the profit is limited to 6-10%.

Beijing Old
Town Tourist
Zone

Buildings in the        Old buildings
countryside 

New residential         Left residential,
buildings           right offices

Ruined building Prefabricated flats Guanzhou
in fast-track steel
construction

city centre

11-Schools

School attendance is free of charge, and afternoon care is sometimes provided. There is fierce
competition between the schools, the rankings are published on the Internet.
There is sport every day. The safety check also includes the students' eating behaviour. Mobile phone
use is prohibited. According to one mother, children with dyed hair are excluded from school.
There are 50 pupils in a class at the music school. At the end of the school day, I saw four police
officers in bulletproof vests take up positions at the exit and ‘secure’ the young people when streaming out.
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12- Health

There are free first aid centres in small and large towns, which also classify the severity of the illness
and refer patients to clinics. You have to pay at these clinics, only the state-run enterprises have
health insurance.
Traditional Chinese medicine is widely used, but not always reliable.
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13-Social assistance

Available in kind for a maximum of one year.

Basic supply of a
model city district



 

14-Pension

The system is still under construction. To qualify, you have to work for 15 years and retire earlier than
in Europe, with the age gradually being raised.
It amounts to a third of the wage, in rural areas € 60-70 per month.

15-Equal rights

There are almost no women in political and leadership positions. The reasons for this are the typical
ones from a hundred years ago ("no continuity at work/in office because of the children"). Theoretically,
there is also paternity leave, which nobody takes because they can't afford to be absent from work and
don't have the time.
There is a women's organisation that belongs to the 'KP universe'. In recent years, it has become
increasingly active against domestic violence, which is heavily publicised in the media. In addition,
some laws have been made more women-friendly.

Men, men... Equal rights briefly
mentioned as a goal
in a museum

Finally, a few other topics:

6-Religion1

There are many Buddhist places of worship that are completely overrun as a local tourist attraction. The
police presence seemed to me to be directed more against stabbing offences than against the (more or
less) believers. It may be different in Tibet.
The number of monks has been drastically reduced, leaving one or two per temple to sell consecrated
items.
People follow a lot of rituals (burning incense, rubbing statues to get rich).
In one of these caves was a depiction of hell. One of the tour guides was told as a child 40 years ago that
it was about the poor people of capitalism who had to be saved by China.
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17- Mao Tse Tung, Deng Xiao Ping, Xi Jinping

Mao continues to be revered (much like Buddha), even though he "made some mistakes". The Cultural
Revolution is a distant word without content for today's young people. The 'Mao Bible' is now only
available in antiquarian bookshops. At one monument we saw a parade of a sports club paying homage
to him with the same bows as in temples and then marching around the statue three times, because that
brings the members good luck.
His successor, Deng, quoted "It doesn't matter whether the cat is black or white, the main thing is that it
catches mice". He thus initiated the transition to a 'market economy'. He is seen by many as the 'saviour
of China' after Mao's economic failures.
When Xi took office, there was a balance of power in China between the party, the army, the secret
services and the academy of science. He used the argument of the ‘fight against corruption’ to take power
in the party and then strengthened the primacy of the CP over the state apparatus. He is now party 
chairman, state president and commander-in-chief. He controls the country through inspection tours, 
among other things. In many of the institutions he visited, there was a photo of him with the respective 
director.
In the exhibition on urban planning in the retort city, photos were forbidden. This city is one of his
favourite projects. During a visit to a similar exhibition, he had once asked about a building "what the
nonsense was all about". In response, the director hastened to explain that it was an oversight. The
already completed plans were immediately cancelled. They want to avoid similar mishaps in the retort
city.
It was just as noticeable that many speakers wove a quote from him into their presentation.
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18-Foreign policy

On geographical maps in several places we saw the "9 dashes", a line that 'very favourably' reflects the
Chinese borders in the South China Sea, at the expense of other littoral states (I am no expert in
maritime law, it seemed strange to me). Former German diplomats describe the 'danger posed by China'
as follows: It's about raw materials and influence in competition with the USA and Russia. Values and
morals do not play a role, which is why no conditions are placed on aid to dictators in Africa, for
example. One African politician put it like this: "If we want advice, we ask Europe. If we
need a railway we ask China." This policy began even before Xi.,
They use fiery rhetoric from time to time, but they are too intelligent to start a war. Their interest is
peaceful world trade.
(Incidentally, China is the only nuclear power that has renounced a nuclear first strike, unlike the USA,
for which the Bundeswehr is storing warheads in Buechel).
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19-Overall impression

1) The 'long march' and the Chinese revolution cost tens of thousands of lives. It is bitter when the
grandchildren of the farmers who carried it out are now agricultural labourers.

2) What is going on in the 'free trade/special economic zones' is the squandering of China to foreign
capital. At least it is comforting that so much remains in the country during the process that China is
now in a position not to buckle before the US imperialism currently embodied by a partially insane
person.



 

also works without WLAN

3) I am also pleased that the years as the 'workbench of the West' have contributed to the fact that
China's population is now in a much better position than, for example, the Congo, which is rich in gold
and natural resources and is therefore a pawn in the hands of former colonial powers.

4) However, this does not mean that China is a socialist country. The substructure is a capitalist
economy with some state elements, which is controlled by a democratically non-legitimised elite that
invokes communism. (Left-wing theorists should urgently reflect on why, in all previous socialist
experiments, the motivation to work for personal gain was higher than for the common good and why a
return was made to haphazard privatisation in order to achieve higher productivity).

5) This can lead to a situation where China supports a military dictatorship like Myanmar economically
and politically, while the Communist Party there is fighting against it.

6) Criticising it is justified. But Western politicians and the media should be careful about criticising
something they do in a similar way. For example, data protection in our country is also very dubious
with state trojans, Pegasus and surveillance platforms labelled as 'social networks'. Further thoughts on
Germany's China policy are out of place here.

7 )  In view of the preparations for war by certain countries against China, supported also by 
unilateral ‘information’ by German media, direct contacts are becoming increasingly important.
The organisations and institutions responsible for this in China are not independent and political control
is very tight.
Nevertheless, I had the impression that there is room for a free exchange of opinions in private. So
everyone has to weigh up how worthwhile exchange programmes are in this conflict of interests.

20-Practical tips

• Free of charge Translator, which
English: https://papago.naver.com  

Chinese-

•

•

•

•

to see in advance which domains are blocked in China: https://viewdns.info/  

VPN to bypass the censorship firewall: https://ivpn.net  

Worksheets for Tandems for Chinese:  https://www.seagull-tandem.eu/material/  

Study trips: Search with 'Gesellschaft für Deutsch-Chinesische Verständigung, GDCV etc. 
Currently you can still travel visa-free!

Status: 24 April 2025


