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Social Contagion
And Other Notes About Microbiological Class Warfare in China



  2

About This Presentation

● Lot of content, will be using quotes to summarize
● TLDR statements to summarize quotes

● Surface level overview, will go deeper during 
questions
● Designed to revisit
● Red text are topics I won’t get into, but can be 

explored during discussion
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Introduction
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What is Chuang?

● Collective of anonymous Chinese communists both 
living within and outside of China

● Project is to demonstrate China at the heart of world 
capitalism, provide a proper account of its origins 
and ongoing development 
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Social Contagion: Main Themes
● Comprised of various first person 

accounts/interviews, valuable
● Putting the COVID-19 crisis into Marxist 

context
● Lockdowns unprecedented in scale (p. 118)
● Capitalism fundamentally at odds with nature
● The relationship between statecraft and 

capitalism
● Direct action within a modern context

● Failure of the Western press (p. 9)
● Unable to understand pandemics
● Unable to understand China
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Overview

● Introduction 
● How Pandemics Form
● Capitalism in China
● The Chinese State
● The Chinese People
● Takeaways
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How Pandemics Form



  8

The Production of Plagues

● Pandemics are a feature of capitalism, not a bug
● Ebola, SARS, MERS, Avian Flu, Swine Flu, etc. (p. i)
● Tendency to biological crisis

● How capitalism creates plagues (p. ii) 
● The conditions of factory farming
● Globalization and the flow of capital
● The logic of urbanization
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 Biological Crisis (p. 24)

TLDR: There exists an inherent tendency towards biological crisis
within capitalism parallel to that of economic crisis. 
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Factory Farming

● Slaughterhouses are inherently unsanitary
● Factory farms act as incubators for viruses to 

evolve
● Evolve to infect humans
● Evolve to spread faster
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The Jungle (p. 22-23)

TLDR: Factory farming and industrial cores are inherently unsanitary
and cause plagues.
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Factory Farming: Biodiversity (p. 13)

TLDR: Industrial concentration and standardization of livestock
undermines ecological checks against pandemics.
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Factory Farming: Livestock (p. 16)

TLDR: Livestock act as the perfect incubator to convert animal
diseases into human diseases.
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Factory Farming: Evolution (p. 13)

TLDR: The frequency at which livestock is slaughtered
encourages viruses to spread as fast as possible.
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The Flow of Capital

● Viruses hijack global commodity circuits 
● Trade agreements pave the way for capital’s 

global expansion (p. viii)
● Geographic isolation as an ecological bulwark
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Globalization: Connected to China (p. 14)

TLDR: Global commodity circuits serve as a literal connection
between Chinese workers and international consumers.
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Globalization: The Role of Trade (p. viii)

TLDR: International trade agreements and globalization opened
more paths for capital flow, thus increasing transmission vectors.
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The Urban Logic of Capitalism

● Capitalism is totalizing, this includes geographically
● There is no “wilderness”
● Blurring of rural/urban divide (p. 30)

● Capitalism has a tendency towards centralization
● Accomplishes this through displacement

● Spatial logic of urban segmentation (p. 166)
● Funny note: Mall cop-ocracy (p. 148-149)
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Urbanization: Nature Subsumed (p. 31)

TLDR:  Capitalism breaks down boundaries between traditional and modern,
“natural” and “artificial”. There no longer exists an “untouched” nature 
to escape to. 
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Urbanization: Displacement (p. 30,34)

TLDR: Agribusiness’ land-clearing displaces local populations, 
opening paths for pandemics to spread.  
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Capitalism in China
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The World’s Furnace

● Rapid growth/urbanization in past decades
● Signs of future deindustrialization

● Centrality to the world
● Largest supplier of various meats (pork, duck, etc)

● China as an export economy
● Dismantling of the social safety net
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Export Economy (p. 25)

TLDR: China’s economy relies on producing high-quality exports, 
While leaving its working-class with unsafe and substandard products.
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Healthcare and Social Services

● The problem with the traditional system 
● China was very poor and very dispersed, urban 

bias 
● Barefoot doctor system

● Provide basic paramedical training/medicine to 
peasants and send them back to their village

● Dismantled during the Deng-era to disastrous 
results
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Healthcare: Barefoot Doctors (p. 26)

TLDR: During the Mao-era, China had an incredibly effective socialist 
healthcare system which was instrumental in curbing pandemics.
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China’s Liberalization

● Mass privatization under Deng
● Most investment now towards infrastructure and 

industry (p. 25)
● Only 22% of workers with health insurance

● Neither the state nor businesses can afford this, 
rate of profit is too low

● Widespread deregulation of food and drug industries
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China’s Liberalization (p. 26-27)

TLDR: China is plagued by a combination of unregulated food 
regulation and an inability to provide widespread healthcare. 
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The Chinese State
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The Myth of “Leviathan”

● How discourse about the pandemic stops being about 
the pandemic

● The fundamental capitalist imperatives of the state
● Resolve conflicts between the bourgeoisie
● Maintain baseline conditions for capital accumulation

● Past this, other factors can influence statecraft
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The Myth of the State (p. 109-110)

TLDR: Ideology obfuscates real, systemic crises such as pandemics,
turning discourse towards vague diatribes about the State.
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The Myth of Leviathan (p. 114)

TLDR: Discussing the state in isolation from its functions in global
capitalism is absurd. 
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Chinese Political Philosophy

● New regime’s political soul-searching
● Caution: Ideology is not a “playbook” (p. 122, 

201) 
● Describes the already-ongoing processes (p. 140)

● Xi-Jinping Thought:
● Classical revival in dialogue with Western thinkers

● Foucault, Bookchin/Albert (p. 190), Schmitt
● Legalism, Confucianism, Daoism

● Thinkers and ideas:
● Jiang Shigong – “Sovereignty” (p. 195) 
● Gan Yang – The Three Traditions (p. 192)
● Jiang Qing – Constitutional Confucianism (p. 194)

Jiang Shigong
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How States Are Made (p. 114)

TLDR: Capitalism works with the given cultural context, adapting
and making use of its rationalizations to construct a suitable state.
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Xi Jinping Thought (p. 196)

TLDR: The current regime ascribes to a version of socialism not based 
on Western humanism but a long-standing Chinese ideal of 
“universal social harmony”.
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Chinese State Incapacity

● Common theme, curse of federalism
● Trouble keeping local governments in line
● Weak surveillance infrastructure (p. 146-147)
● Restrictions theoretically unenforceable 

● Botched pandemic response
● Local governments defaulted to cover-ups, fallout 

embarrassed the State (p. 39-40)
● Legitimacy dependent on retconning (p. 177)

● Lockdowns as counterinsurgency
● Initiative unprecedented in scale (p. 38)
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The Limits of Surveillance (p. 146)

TLDR: China lacks the technological infrastructure and institutional 
oversight to properly police its citizens. Ironically, American surveillance 
is far more dystopian. 
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Lockdowns as Counterinsurgency (p. 37)

TLDR: China’s central government is limited in its ability to exert
authority on the local level, having to rely on public goodwill to 
maintain social control.
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The Chinese State In Practice

● Literally run by capitalists (p. 134-135)
● Chinese federalism

● Xi’s “war on corruption”
● Campaign-style governance
● Residential committees

● The para-formal state

Jack Ma
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Campaign-Style Governance (p. 136-137)

TLDR:  The Chinese government deals with its federalism problem 
by setting targets and then giving local governments freedom of 
implementation.
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The Para-formal State (p. 127)

TLDR: Chinese governance makes no clear distinction between the 
State and civil society: authority and custom are deeply intertwined. 
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Village Democracy (p. 132-133)

TLDR: The Chinese government offloads its local management burden by 
co-opting local elites, expressing it in the language of autonomy/democracy. 
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The Chinese People
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Impact of the Pandemic on Workers

● Lockdowns provided a rare moment of reflection
● Spurred sense of historical consciousness (p. 71)
● Myth of the state shattered 

● Not tyranny, but incapacity/absurdity (p. 94)
● “When there’s a fire, you run” (p. 98)

● Companies passing pandemic costs onto workers
● Lower wages, not paying wages, overwork (p. 56)

● Population initially unprepared for resistance
● “Hoping dumb luck will save them” (p. 52)
● No evidence of serious labor organizing (p. 54)
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The Mass Strike (p. 9-10)
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Self-Organization Among the Masses

● Internet played a key role in communication and coordination
● Not a replacement for direct labor organizing (p. 50)
● Online information and journalism (p. 162)

● Direct action -- not state action --  stopped the pandemic (p. 178)
● In times of crisis, humans cooperate (p. 157)
● Face-mask supply groups (p. 48), bulk-buy apps (p. 158), 

carpools (p. 160)
● Establishment of “neighborhood 

watches” (p. 163)
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The Government’s Response

● Feared independent organizing efforts (p. 82)
● App to report worker complaints, defused labor unrest (p. 59)
● Shut down unsanctioned forms of organization (p. 80)

● Most immediately complied, unprepared for struggle
● Lessons on direct action:

● Not inherently political/empowering (p. 165)
● Helped keep the state afloat, subsumed into para-formal 

governance (p. 122)
● Lack of op-sec (p. 164)
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Failure of Direct Action (p. 164)

TLDR: Organizers failed from the outset to take seriously the threat of the
state, and as a result were entirely unprepared to deal with pushback. 
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 What Direct Action Needs (p. 164)

TLDR: Direct action isn’t automatically subversive: it must be accompanied 
by a militant awareness and measures taken to ensure its persistence. 
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Takeaways
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How Language Obfuscates

● Leftist discourse dominated by terms such as “democracy”, 
“autonomy”, “direct action” etc. 

● Because leftists are so reliant on broad terms to express their 
ideals, they mistake the universalist nature of their ideals for an 
uncritical universality of the terms themselves
● Entirely different connotations in non-Western contexts (p. 200)
● Language used to describe institutions can change even where 

the institutions themselves don’t (p. 185-186, 189) 
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Conclusion: The Role of Theory (p. 2)
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Capitalism: A Boring Dystopia (p. 43)
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