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Abstract

The "China Road" over the past 45 years of reform and opening up corresponds to
a process of practical implementation, with the people always being the main focus.
Therefore, in comparison to the West, the starting point and destination of China's
Road are rooted in the character of its people and consistently manifest at various
stages of its development. This article uses the individual and private economies

Published: December 22, 2023 that originated in rural areas and cities, as well as the introduction and opening up

that began in Guangdong, as examples to illustrate the driving role of ordinary peo-
ple in the early days of opening up. The numerous contradictions arising from the
disparity between the reform process focused on economic growth and social de-
velopment, along with the people-centered scientific development concept formed
through reflection on these contradictions, aim to elucidate that China's path is a
continuous and profound process of understanding, rooted in the people. As a result,
the fundamental contradictions and profound implications of socialism with Chi-
nese characteristics in the new era are emphasized. After 45 years of extensive prac-
tice and understanding of reform and opening up, the articulation of the fundamen-
tal contradictions has become one of the theoretical components of China's Road in
its entirety.
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On the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of reform and opening up, the China’s Road with socialism with Chi-
nese characteristics as its connotation has become the object of academic attention, accompanied by the equally
striking people's subjectivity as its starting point and destination. During the 45 years of reform and opening up, the
fact that the people's subjectivity can become a consistent one is realized not only in the deepening process of practice,
but also in the deepening process of cognition.

1. Top-down reform and opening up and bottom-up response and promotion

After the end of the Cultural Revolution, facing the economic difficulties left by the decade-long catastrophe,
China's reform began with a shift from the focus of the entire Party's work to economic construction. In response to
this shift in the focus of the central government, the spontaneous rise of the people at the bottom to change poverty
has become the driving force for reform from the bottom up. Taking the "China Road" as an example, this integration
of the upper and lower levels has determined that the practical process of reform and opening up in the past 45 years
began with the economy, and the people have become the main body in this practical process. In this process, truly
breakthrough changes are often not all initiated and promoted by national governments from the top down, but by
ordinary people on the edge of the socialist economy. The changes that have had the most far-reaching impact on
China have all erupted in areas where China's previous economic system management and control were the weakest
(Wu Jinglian, 2005).

At the turn of the 1970s and 1980s, the difficulties in rural areas were the deepest, so the desire for reform in rural
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areas was most urgent. In the more than thirty years between the founding of New China and the reform and opening
up, China's agricultural output has been chronically low. In addition, due to the needs of the country's development
strategy at that time, a portion of the only profits in agricultural production that had previously lagged behind industry
has also been removed due to the scissors gap in the transactions between industrial and agricultural products, in
order to subsidize the development of industry. Although the long-term agricultural weakness caused by this has
received high attention in the official report of the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee in 1978, the
real rural reform began with the spontaneous initiation of the bottom, and was realized in the process of being gen-
erated and promoted from the bottom up. Among them, the most typical and widely circulated one appeared in Feng-
yang County, Anhui Province, the "hometown of flowers and drums". It organized agricultural production in the form
of contracted production to groups and contracted production to households. The success of its breakthrough in both
the existing pattern and its great persuasiveness enabled this economic transformation to be popularized throughout
the country (Ma Licheng, 2021).

Xiaogang Village in Anhui Province was once a famous local "beggar village". At the end of 1978, 18 farmers in
the village secretly signed a "life and death contract”, which was a household contract agreement. As a result, on the
day of harvest, the grain output of Xiaogang Village far exceeds that of neighboring areas. This is a direct comparison
and a comparison that can be emulated. Before long, various forms of production responsibility systems gradually
popularized, and caused the attention and reflection of the central leadership, ultimately forming a policy level pro-
motion. As a result, the "Ten Policies for Further Activating the Rural Economy" issued in January 1985 gradually
shifted the policy of unified purchase and marketing to a planned commodity economy after more than 30 years of
implementation. Looking back 45 years later, it was the dramatic change from top to bottom and from bottom to top
that made it possible to gradually transform traditional agriculture into modernization, commercialization, and spe-
cialization.

The significance of the reform of Xiaogang Village in Anhui Province lies in the fact that the realization of "big
contracting" in agriculture has opened the way for rural reform in China, and has led to the transformation and de-
velopment of the overall economic system in cities and the country. The spontaneous initiative and interest orientation
of'the masses have played a significant role in the process from the emergence of the agricultural reform characterized
by contract production to household production to its gradual improvement. It is the result of ordinary farmers at the
bottom turning their wishes into practice in order to feed and clothe themselves. However, taking the process of 45
years of reform and opening up as a perspective, this transformation from the bottom has actually been incorporated
into the historical process of Sinicization of Marxism and become an important part of it.

Like the transformation that began in rural areas, the economic reform of Chinese cities began with the participa-
tion and promotion of the originally marginalized social population. After the end of the "Cultural Revolution", the
movement of educated youth to "go to the mountains and countryside" ended, resulting in "a very short period of
time, a large number of returning educated youth have emerged in major cities across the country, with a population
of about 20 million, accounting for about 10% of the population of all cities." Population movement is accompanied
by a shift in the supply and demand of livelihoods. Therefore, this concentrated wave of educated youth returning to
cities cannot but directly lead to a sharp increase in urban employment pressure. Under the economic system at that
time, existing institutions and business units were unable to accommodate this huge labor force group. As a result,
this group became what was then called "unemployed youth". "These returning educated youth have been slow to
find jobs, and the leadership has been unable to find solutions to the problem for a while. This dilemma has led to
spontaneous protests in some major cities." This dilemma also illustrates the fact that the original system has been
unable to cope with changes. Therefore, Xue Mugqiao, then an economic adviser to the State Council, proposed to
open up self-employment as soon as possible and let "unemployed youth" find employment opportunities on their
own. Finally, the proposal was adopted by the central government. This is a process of fact that has changed the
system, as well as a process that echoes from top to bottom and from bottom to top. Since then, the individual econ-
omy, once regarded as a socialist dissident, has gradually been reintroduced as a "subsidiary and supplement to the
socialist system".

The bottom economic forces, once marginalized under the planned economic system, have been incorporated into
the reform process due to the legalization of the individual economy, rapidly spawning a vibrant and dynamic private
economic sector in China, finding a way out for the rural surplus labor force, providing the possibility of entrepre-
neurship for nearly 20 million young people, and with their continuous development and increasing contributions to
the overall economy. It has naturally become an indispensable and important factor in China's market-oriented reform.
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Therefore, in contrast to the past 45 years of history, it is mostly these forces from the bottom and the people who
have truly transformed the economy towards marketization and achieved rapid development in China's reform.

As with reform and opening up, which is at the center, it also stems from the shift of the center of gravity at the
top and the power of the people at the bottom. During this period, the upward and downward convection that affects
the upper levels from the bottom is most noticeable, especially the group "flight tide" occurring among the people in
Shenzhen. According to existing data, the phenomenon of port flight first appeared in 1955. Since then, there have
been four large-scale "port flight tides" in Shenzhen. During this period, a total of 560,000 people from Guangdong,
Jiangxi, Hunan, Hubei, Guangxi, and other places participated in the port flight, covering 12 provinces and 62 cities
(counties) throughout the country. Among those fleeing from Hong Kong include students, workers, educated youth,
as well as urban residents, but most of them are farmers. In terms of political composition, although it includes some
party members, cadres, and members of the Communist Youth League, most of them are ordinary people.

The policy at that time was very harsh on those who fled Hong Kong. Going to Hong Kong without going through
legal procedures would be considered "treason and defection to the enemy", and once arrested, they would be taken
into custody. Before the 1960s, border guards could shoot illegal immigrants who disobeyed orders. However, despite
strict policies, it has never been able to eradicate this phenomenon.

After the end of the Cultural Revolution, the frequent incidents of fleeing Hong Kong and the increasing number
of fleeing Hong Kong have enabled the leadership to examine the issue of "how to treat fleeing Hong Kong people"
from a different perspective in another environment. In 1978, after taking office in Guangdong, Xi Zhongxun went
deep into the local area to closely see the differences in economic development between Hong Kong and the mainland
at that time, as well as the disparity in people's living standards. As a result, he felt and understood the residents'
helplessness in living in poverty and their desire to improve their living standards, as well as the causal relationship
between this helplessness and desire and the frequent occurrence of Hong Kong flight. These feelings and perceptions
can enable him to see that strict precautions cannot truly and effectively curb illegal immigration, and also enable
him to see the possibility and rationality of adopting Hong Kong as the economic development model of the mainland.
The two formed an unprecedented ideological liberation, and soon after, a major leader of Guangdong Province
proposed the idea of establishing a Shenzhen Special Economic Zone to the central government. Subsequently, at a
working conference convened by central government officials in charge of economic affairs and provincial leaders
across the country, Xi Zhongxun, as a representative of Guangdong Province, presented their vision, which was
supported and affirmed by the majority of representatives. In 1979, the Central Committee of the Communist Party
of China approved the establishment of the first special economic zones in Guangdong Province. Historically, it was
with this as the starting point that China's economic opening up took place. After that, other coastal cities have suc-
cessively moved to provincial capital cities, gradually realizing the opening up of foreign investment. This process
ultimately led to the opening of China to the world. After 45 years of reform, the initially established special economic
zones have been growing rapidly, gradually moving from the periphery of China's economy to its core.

In the early days of reform and opening up, the rural household contract system, the urban individual and private
economy, and the establishment of the Shenzhen Special Zone were all due to the backward areas and marginal forces
with the weakest institutional control. However, in the difficult process of reform and opening up, it is these forces
from the people that have become the main body of China's history through their own choices and creations. Therefore,
Deng Xiaoping, known as the chief designer of reform and opening up, explicitly stated, "In fact, many things were
invented by others and the masses, but I just summarized them and proposed guidelines." The China’s Road is a
process in which practice ultimately changes cognitions. In this process, the bottom layer influences the central gov-
ernment and the central government guides the bottom layer, which clearly demonstrates the openness and people's
character of the reform process in the past 45 years. The distinctive feature that distinguishes China’s Road from
Europe and the West is also the integration of the two in China.

2. Economic growth and people-oriented

In the original meaning of China’s Road, economic development and people's character should be integrated.
However, the economic process itself is inherently driven by the constant pursuit of growth, which has evolved into
a tendency for material growth to transcend the human standard, and in the process of decoupling, various social
contradictions associated with economic growth have been triggered. After the starting point of reform and opening
up driven by marginal forces, it is another stage guided by Deng Xiaoping's strategic vision of becoming rich first,
becoming rich later, and ultimately achieving common prosperity. During this stage, China's material wealth and
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GDP data have achieved significant improvements. After the transition from a planned economy to a market economy,
both social production efficiency and people's living standards have reached unprecedented heights, leading some
groups and regions to embark on the path of prosperity. However, at the same time as this growth, there are new
contradictions that the reform faces in the process of deepening. Due to the introduction of market mechanisms,
economic processes have gained more autonomy, and it is therefore easier to pursue the growth of material wealth
unilaterally in accordance with the trend of their own movement. This unilateral growth affects society in many ways,
causing imbalances between things and people due to the shift of the center of gravity.

The imbalance between things and people directly leads to the contradiction between human and the environment.
Since the 1990s, China's total energy consumption has risen sharply, "from 571.44 million tons of standard coal in
1978 to 167.8 million tons of standard coal in 2003, an increase of more than 1.9 times." The result of massive energy
consumption is extremely low efficiency, leading to serious air pollution. Acid rain and smog have occurred in many
areas of China due to the emission of sulfur oxides. In the same process, the rapid development of industrialization
and the excessive use of a large number of chemical products have caused very serious water pollution, soil pollution,
and so on, making the living environment of urban and rural residents tend to deteriorate.

Accompanying environmental damage is the contradiction caused by interest driven by GDP-oriented economic
growth, among which the most prominent is the imbalance between different social interest groups and different
regions, as well as the loss of fairness and justice caused by this imbalance. According to the World Bank's assessment,
China's Gini coefficient had risen to 0.388 by 1995, although it was still lower than most countries in Latin America,
Africa, and East Asia, it was already comparable to the United States and higher than most transition economies in
Eastern Europe, not to mention high-income Western European countries. Various studies have shown that the in-
come gap in China's social population is mainly manifested in three aspects: first, urban distribution differences. "The
Gini coefficient in Chinese cities increased from 0.176 to 0.275 from 1991 to 1995." "Even after more than 20 years
of reform and opening up, there are still about 30 million urban residents whose income cannot reach 1/3 of the
national average, and they can still barely make ends meet." The urban-rural distribution difference. "Before the
reform of the economic system, the per capita income of Chinese cities was 2.6 times that of rural residents during
the same period." "In 2003, the per capita income of rural residents was 2,622 yuan, while the per capita income of
urban residents during the same period reached 8,742 yuan." "By 2006, the per capita income of urban residents had
exceeded the per capita income of rural residents by 3.3 times." Third, regional distribution differences. "Since 1983,
the gap between per capita GDP and income in China's coastal and inland provinces has become prominent, and after
1990, the situation has become even more serious. The deepening process of economic globalization has also trig-
gered inequality among social groups and regions within countries, and China is inevitably facing similar situations."
Especially in the absence of appropriate government policies, the accelerated expansion of these inequalities has not
been improved, and it is easy to cause social conflicts.

In addition to the negative impact of environmental pollution and inequality between rich and poor, the differenti-
ation and diversification of interests and values have gradually triggered a spiritual crisis in Chinese society. Since
the reform and opening up, with the introduction of Western ideas, we have been deeply influenced by the theory of
"value neutrality". In the process of historical changes in the West, both the secularization of society and the neutrality
of values have had their rationality. However, a society with diverse values is bound to be a decentralized society,
and the negative consequences of this decentralization have actually caused self-reflection in Western society. How-
ever, after the reform and opening up, the trend of "value neutrality" poured into China with the opening of the
country, greatly causing the belief crisis and loss of the Chinese people at that time. Due to the diversity of values,
every different or even opposite behavior can find a reason to justify itself, resulting in the formation of "this is also
a right and wrong, and that is also a right and wrong". In the field of policy, it is often manifested as avoiding value
judgments and downplaying the devalue of ideology, blindly pursuing material wealth at the practical level but lack-
ing moral inspiration, resulting in the overall inability of society to form standards for judging major issues of right
and wrong. For China, with a population of 1.3 billion, this is a spiritual disorder. In China, in the process of interest
differentiation and restructuring that accompanies reform and opening up, this is another major social issue that can-
not be avoided.

The impact of the "value neutral" trend of thought is also accompanied by the rapid social changes and excessive
pursuit of GDP in the process of transforming planned economy into market economy, resulting in the flooding of
market economy laws into social production, which further affects ethics, values, beliefs, honor, shame, and integrity.
The resulting impact is a more destructive impact on the spiritual order of Chinese society, which gradually forms
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the personal integrity and moral issues summarized by the academic community over time. Corporate integrity and
moral issues; the lack of government integrity and the lack of official ethics; social ethics and public order issues; the
lack of family virtues, as well as moral issues such as human indifference and pornography, gambling, drug abuse,
and blackness. For a harmonious China, the existence of these issues is a great obstacle.

The reform and opening up, starting from the current situation in China after the end of the Cultural Revolution, is
based on the development of the economic field. However, this starting point determined by the history of a particular
era can easily lead to the focus of development being placed on material growth in practical work. This can easily
lead to two kinds of biases in the development process itself. On the one hand, putting a material focus on GDP will
actually weaken the attention and care for humans, making people's subjectivity, initiative, interests, and values
weaken in this process. This reversal between people and things reflects the possibility of alienation inherent in the
modernization process that is common in world history. On the other hand, equating development with growth can
easily reduce development to a quantity in the economy in practical work, thereby separating economic processes
from society, economic processes from politics, and economic processes from the natural environment, and localizing
and localizing the quantified economic processes. Subsequently, quantitative economic growth often comes at the
cost of society and the environment. The resulting tension between economic growth and society, as well as between
economic growth and the environment, can become a development dilemma that cannot be sustained.

After more than 20 years of reform and opening up, the problems and contradictions in development have accu-
mulated over time and cannot be avoided. What follows is the deepening of understanding with facts: the way of
development, the focus of development, the gains and losses in development, and the relationship between current
development and future development, all of which have become issues facing theory. Therefore, a scientific concept
of development with the aim of sustainable economic, political, and social development emerged. Compared to the
theoretical thinking over the past twenty years, which mainly focused on the necessity of development, as well as the
changes caused by it, the scientific concept of development has become a profound reflection on development itself
(Wang Shaoguang, 2019).

Compared to the development theory in the previous paragraph, the striking feature of the scientific development
concept is that it introduces "people-oriented" into the essence and core, which clearly demonstrates that growth can
be material-oriented, while social development can only be people-oriented. Therefore, reform and opening up cannot
be without economic growth, and the purpose, significance, and ultimate value of growth lie in social development.
As understanding deepens with the facts, the Scientific Outlook on Development reflects different contradictions in
the long process of reform and opening up. Compared to the turn of the 1970s and 1980s, the subjectivity that the
people spontaneously demonstrated, formed after deep thinking and reflection on development itself, "people-ori-
ented" more expresses the connotation of the people's subjectivity, as well as the inherent inseparable relationship
between this connotation and reform and opening up.

3. Socialism with Chinese Characteristics and People's Subjectivity in the New Era

In more than ten years since the 18th National Congress, historical changes have taken place in many aspects of
Chinese society. Whether it is the new normal in the economic field, the construction of democracy and the rule of
law in the political field, or the promotion of socialist core values, all reflect the remarkable results of comprehen-
sively deepening reform. In today's China, we are closer to achieving the goal of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese
nation than at any time in history.

After 45 years of reform and opening up, socialism with Chinese characteristics has entered a stage known as the
"new era". The reason why this era is different from previous historical stages is that "the main contradiction in our
current society has been transformed into a contradiction between the people's growing need for a better life and
unbalanced and inadequate development". Compared to the main contradictions in Chinese society as expressed at
the Eighth National Congress and the Sixth Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee, the focus of today's
basic social contradictions has shifted from the gap between the levels of material and cultural production and the
needs of the people to the gap between the imbalance and inadequacy of development and the happiness of people's
lives. This transformation reflects that in the nearly 45 years since the Sixth Plenary Session of the 11th Central
Committee, the rapid development of China's economy has greatly alleviated the contradiction between early material
scarcity and the needs of the people. At the same time, there is still a gap between the unfulfilled and unbalanced
development and the people's sense of happiness and gain. The narration of the basic contradictions in the new era
objectively reflects this fact, but its true profundity lies in the fact that the social development expressed here is based
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on the needs of the people, as well as the growing needs of the people for a better life, which determines the process
of social development to keep pace with the times as it grows. Corresponding to a good life, it is not only a material
realm, but also a spiritual realm. In the final analysis, it is the realm of human all-round development. Therefore,
socialism with Chinese characteristics in the new era is not only the deepening of China's social modernization trans-
formation, but also the deepening of the people's subjectivity.

Looking at today's history, for thousands of years, the people-oriented doctrine left behind by Confucianism has
been an important concept in Chinese politics. Although the ideal people-oriented principle and the actual people-
oriented principle do not always coincide, the derived concept of "Heaven listens to oneself and the people listen to
oneself, and Heaven sees oneself and the people look to oneself" has become a profound accumulation in the spiritual
culture of our nation in the continuation of the history, and is regarded as an important content of regulation and
rectification. However, in the process of responding to the impact of Westerners, modern China was stimulated with
a strong sense of self-improvement and prosperity. From the mid-19th century onward, prosperity has been an im-
portant concept in our political narrative. "However, the rich and strong are forced by external forces, so the rich and
strong cannot fail to take the country as their standard". Over the past 100 years of history, it has been shown that in
the process of promoting prosperity and strength based on the country, the people-oriented consciousness left by
Confucianism has been marginalized at the same time. This is a contradiction created by history, but it is also a
contradiction that has left social imbalances for China for a century. It is in this sense that the report of the 19th
National Congress of the Communist Party of China (CPC) continues the "people-oriented" approach of the Scientific
Outlook on Development, and places the people's desire for a happy life at the core in a deeper and more comprehen-
sive manner, thereby commanding the process and orientation of further deepening reform. Over a hundred years
later, the report integrates prosperity and people-oriented development, bringing back the focus that was once divided
into two parts by history. This unity has naturally integrated the cultural traditions left by the millennium history into
the modernization transformation of Chinese society, and thus the ancient people-oriented doctrine has gained a new
meaning.

The main body of the people is an important content of the theory of socialism with Chinese characteristics in the
new era. Its source comes from the historical practice since the reform and opening up, especially the historical
practice since the deepening of reform. After that, vigorous anti-corruption became a major event in political gov-
ernance. "The Party must govern the Party" and "strictly govern the Party" focus on eliminating corruption and erad-
icating corruption, which is because the ruling Communist Party clearly believes that power comes from the people
and proclaims the fundamental nature of power. Therefore, this process of sweeping away corruption in a large area,
starting with strong executive power, is behind the consolidation and improvement of the power order and is the
convergence of national power and the will of the people. It is precisely because of this, the anti-corruption campaign
can arouse the hearts and minds of the people.

"Governing the country by law" is a cumulative formation of Chinese society during the historical transformation
of modernization, while "governing the country by virtue" is more closely related to Chinese cultural traditions. The
rule of law is oriented towards right and wrong, while the rule of virtue is oriented towards good and evil. For indi-
viduals, the former is an external discipline, while the latter is an internal nurture. Therefore, the integration of "gov-
erning the country by law" and "governing the country by virtue" is the integration of external and internal factors,
the integration of governance and education, the integration of right and wrong, and the integration of good and evil.
Ultimately, it integrates natural principles, national laws, and human feelings. In this process, national governance
constructs a stable social order with ethics and public codes. Everyone is a participant in the rule of law and the rule
of virtue, and everyone is the goal of the rule of law and the rule of virtue (Qian Bocheng, 2019).

This goes deeper into the theory of socialism with Chinese characteristics in the new era, which states that "every-
one's affairs are discussed by everyone, which is the true essence of people's democracy". Western modernization
has produced Western democracy. The origin and starting point of Western democracy comes from the pursuit of
individual rights, and its essence is a kind of individualism based on rights. However, Chinese tradition has always
advocated the principle of large groups, as well as the way to get along with people in groups, emphasizing that
individuals must integrate into groups in order to achieve real life. Therefore, the social existence of traditional China
is a collective-based existence. Although at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, Chinese people who sought truth
from the West ardently admiring Western democracy, the fact that the representative system in the early years of the
Republic of China suffered setbacks and eventually collapsed in a very short period of time clearly demonstrates that
Chinese society, history, and culture have determined that Western democracy and Western culture based on
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individualism cannot take root in China. It is also this kind of collectivist value that determines that the communism
advocated by Marx can ultimately be accepted by the Chinese people due to its collective nature. Therefore, in the
21st century, compared to the individual standard of "one person, one vote" in the West, "everyone's affairs are
discussed by everyone" discusses democracy based on the collective standard. The differences between China and
the West illustrate that democracy in each country can only arise from the historical process and inherent culture of
each country, so democracy is not only one form. Western democracy focuses on individual rights, while individuals
who participate in elections vary depending on their family background, educational level, life experience, and per-
sonal interests, which determine their aspirations and choices. Therefore, in democratic politics where individual
rights are expressed on an individual basis, individuals participating in elections are more likely to take personal
interests and local interests as their perspective and criteria for trade-offs from the beginning, rather than taking the
overall interests and long-term interests as the basis for their final judgment. Therefore, for voters, the process of
voting cannot but become a process of competing for each other's interests rather than communicating with each
other (Xi Jinping, 2017). For political figures, the process of voting cannot but become a process of catering to voters.
Then, it is not easy for both the upper and lower levels to form a common concern and identity that matters to the
overall situation. Therefore, developing countries often fail more than succeed in learning Western democracy. In
contrast, the "people's affairs are discussed by everyone, which is the true essence of people's democracy" that
emerged in the transformation of China's social modernization, taking the interests of the majority, the overall inter-
ests, and long-term interests as the fundamental pursuit of democracy. Therefore, the process of democracy is not a
process of resistance, but a process of communication and cooperation. In this process, there is a return to historical
traditions, and more importantly, the directness and specificity of democracy created by the people's standard. In this
sense, consultative democracy is a unique form of democracy in China that is formed on the basis of China's history,
culture, and actual national conditions. It expresses and realizes the people's aspirations during the process of public
consultation, and is a unity of national and people's interests. Therefore, the reason why China’s Road can form a
democratic form different from that of the West is that the main body of people's democracy is always the people.
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