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Harold Tanner's study of the state of criminal justice in the People's Republic of China in 
the 1980s is a valuable contribution to the field of Chinese law and justice studies and is in 
many respects an outstanding accomplishment. Over the last decade or so, an 
increasingly accessible supply of Chinese legal, criminological, and public security
related documents has enabled scholars outside China in the field of criminal justice 
studies to obtain a much clearer view of the criminal justice situation in the PRC in the 
post-1978 period. Tanner's analysis is probably the most comprehensive western study on 
Chinese criminal justice, and the main strength of the work lies in his attention to detail. 

In the wake of the transformation of economic and social conditions in post-1978 
reformist China, the criminal justice system experienced an important shift in its 
approach to the administration and enforcement of justice. The new era of socialist 
legality was intended as a passage out of the repressive and arbitrary political-legal 
practices of the Cultural Revolution. An expectation developed that legal and political 
reform would afford an institutional and logistical solution both to the immediate social 
problems of crime and to the long-term regulation of social and economic order. 
However, the rapid economic and social changes initiated by open door reform 
precipitated an unprecedented increase in crime rates, changing the public persona of 
the criminal in China from the political enemy of socialism to the social enemy of 
modernisation. Anti-crime campaigns became a key focus of criminal justice activity in the 
1980s, from the time that crime began to be recognised as a major social problem of 
reform. The anti-crime campaign that was implemented as the primary response to the 
increase in crime in the 1980s was supported by two key reformist ideologies: the 
"comprehensive management of public order" and "socialist spiritual civilisation". These 
ideologies breathed new rhetorical life into the ideology of "mass line" and the socialist 
discourse of law and order that had developed in the 1950s. 

The first anti-crime campaign was initiated in 1979, and in each year until 1983 there 
was one or more minor anti-crime campaign. Then, in 1983, the mother of all anti-crime 
campaigns, the Yanda [Strike Hard] campaign, was initiated. The Yanda campaign 
comprised a series of three "offensives" [zhanyil from August 1983 to the end of 1986. 
During this time, organs of criminal justice worked in unison to bring about "a funda
mental change in social order". This fundamental change never eventuated. Never
theless, the Yanda campaign went on to become the standard response to crime in China, 
with second and third Yanda campaigns in 1990 and 1996 respectively. 

Tanner's substantial coverage of this history begins with a very interesting and 
informative account of the development of criminal law in the PRC. In chapter two, he 
gives an excellent analysis of the three main organs of justice and goes on, in chapter 
three, to map out the broad agenda and rationale of crime control in the early 1980s. In
chapter four, he gives an account of the first Yanda "offensive" in 1983, and augments 
this largely empirical description of the campaign with an interesting analysis of criminals 
and crime statistics in chapter five and execution and reform through labour in chapter 



six. Chapter seven, which is intended as a theoretical reflection on the nexus between 
crime and modernity, is the least impressive chapter in the book, mainly because Tanner 
fails to recapture the link between the past and the present that he outlines in chapter 
one. It would have been a much better idea to elaborate on this connection between past 
and present practice in the main body of the text and make this the thematic focus of the 
book. Instead, in an evaluation of crime and PRC criminal justice in the 1980s in chapter 
seven, he adopts a western-liberal analysis of the failures of the Chinese system to live up 
to the Weberian ideal of "legal modernity"-a legal format to which the Chinese political
legal officialdom itself does not even purport to aspire. 

The official rhetoric of rule of law in China in the 1980s was always articulated within 
the broader ideology of "socialist legality", and not in reference to the legal modernity of 
western systems. "Rule oflaw" is not a "state of being" but an ideology and is a rhetorical 
device, not an explanatory tool of analysis. In using a western model of rule of law to 
evaluate Chinese criminal justice, Tanner seems to have missed an important point-that 
analysis of any criminal justice system does not require it to be evaluated against a 
particular "model" of law. The idea of evaluating a criminal justice system in terms of 
"models" oflaw-whether it is the Weberian model, the Marxist model or Unger's model 
of pluralist Jaw-has been widely acknowledged in studies on western legal systems as 
problematic. In contrast, by far the most inspiring and enduring studies of criminal 
justice history in the West are those that have centred on the question of engagement 
with the past: how present practices are built on the back of past practice, and the role of 
legal ideology in this process. 

What, to me, are the most interesting aspects of criminal justice in China in the 1980s 
are the tensions that occur between the ideological and rhetorical engagement with the 
past and the 1980s ethos of "rule of law" and procedural propriety. Catchcries and 
ideologies such as "mass line", "public order", "flexibility", and the targeting of various 
enemies of socialist transformation are shared themes ofl950s and 1980s criminal justice. 
The continued presence of past discourses would have helped to explain why the "mass 
line" ethos of Yanda came to be the natural response to the crime situation in the early 
1980s. 

These shortcomings do not, however, detract greatly from the substantial achievements 
of this book, which is extremely engaging, informative, and well written. It is well 
structured and provides a richness of detail missing from many of the existing texts on 
Chinese criminal justice. Tanner has succeeded admirably in extending our under
standing of criminal justice in China. 
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