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Yasheng Huang on Autocracy vs. Creativity

From its earliest imperial history, Chinas bureaucratic system and civil service exams have
ensured homogeneity and control. But at what price?

EDITORS — NOVEMBER 21, 2023

HISTORY POLITICS

{’\ ] ?rom ancient times through to the present, posits MIT scholar Yasheng Huang, Chinese
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,f.":\ society has been shaped by the interplay of EAST — exams, autocracy, stability and
T . , . . Cr . .3
~—/  technology. From the Sui dynasty’s introduction of the imperial civil service exam (eju #3}
{x ), Z%) in the sixth century, to various successor tools used by the Chinese Communist Party
fa™

Y today, he argues that Chinese autocracies have developed exceptional tools for homogenizing

~ . ideas, norms and practices.
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THE RISE AND
FALL OF THE

') But this uniformity came with a downside: it stifled
creativity. China’s most prosperous periods — from
the Tang dynasty to 1980s — occurred when the
emphasis on bureaucratic control was balanced with
a diversity of ideas. In recent years, however, Xi
Jinping has reverted China to its long-standing

commitment to uniformity, which has potentially

detrimental consequences for China’s economic
. o HOW EXAMS, AUTOCRACY, STABILITY,
growth and social stability. AND TECHNOLOGY BROUGHT CHINA SUCCESS,

AND WHY THEY MIGHT LEAD TO ITS DECLINE

Last week at Asia Society in New York, in a e

YASHENG HUANG
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discussion moderated by Orville Schell, Professor
Huang talked about the themes of his new book 75e¢
Rise and Fall of the EAST — how China transitioned
from dynamism to stagnation after the 4e¢ju was

instituted, and what lessons these historical trends <B”Y the book >>

hold for China’s current trajectory.
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In a continuation of our occasional China Book Talks series, following our own launch event

last month, we're delighted to present the video of the talk:

‘j{ The Rlse and Fall of.the EAST: Yasheng Huang in Conversatlon with O... ©
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Watch on @ Youlube AS'

Speakers

Yasheng Huang is an American professor of international management at
the MIT Sloan School of Management, where he founded and directs the

China [ab. His previous appointments include faculty positions at the

University of Michigan and Harvard Business School. Huang is the
author of Capitalism with Chinese Characteristics (2010) a history of
economic reforms in China, and of Zbe Rise and Fall of the EAST (2023).

Orville Schell is the Arthur Ross Director of the Center on U.S.-China
Relations at Asia Society, and co-publisher of the China Books Review. He

is a former Professor and Dean at the University of California, Berkeley,
and author of over ten books about China. He is a regular contributor to

The New York Review of Books, The New Yorker, Foreign Affairs and other
publications, and has traveled widely in China since the 1970s.

The video of this event was also published at Asia Society.
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Publish a reader letter on the site

Did you read anything here that you'd like to respond to? Occasionally, we will publish reader
comments. We invite you to submit a letter in reaction to one of our articles (¢.250 words) to
editor|at|chinabooksreview.com, including a letter title and one line bio, and noting the title and
author of the article you are responding to in the letter itself.
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