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Introduction. 
Contemporary China beyond 
simplifications: critical tools for 
interpreting the Chinese “New Era” 

ASIA MARCANTONI 

After more than a decade since the beginning of the so-called 
“New Era” inaugurated by Xi Jinping in 2012, People’s Repub-
lic of China continues to occupy an ambiguous position in 
global discourse: ever-present in political and media debates 
but at the same time object of often reductive, polarized, or 
ideologically oriented representations, China is viewed as a rad-
ically “other” system, impervious to comparative analysis, or 
measured and understood exclusively through Western nor-
mative and conceptual models, with equally distorting results. 

This volume comes from the need to offer a more detailed 
and informed – yet accessible – reading of contemporary 
China, through a track that, while not claiming to be exhaus-
tive, aims to provide readers with useful interpretative tools for 
understanding the main transformations affecting this global 
actor, as well as the challenges it faces in the New Millennium. 
The purpose of this volume, composed of essays written by 
young researchers, is therefore twofold: on the one hand, 
providing an up-to-date and scientifically grounded overview of 
the political, economic, social, and institutional processes that 
are redefining China’s role domestically and internationally; 
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on the other, promoting a critical approach, capable of avoid-
ing both the fascination with the so-called “Chinese model” 
and the systematic suspicion that often characterizes Eurocen-
tric literatures, going instead to the origins of the reasons be-
hind the actions of the current governance. 

The figure of the current General Secretary Xi Jinping -cen-
tral to the political, institutional, economic, and social redefini-
tion of the country in its contemporary order- has represented 
both continuity and discontinuity with respect to the past dec-
ade. In a context marked by growing international tensions, de-
mographic crisis, technological challenges, and internal ine-
qualities, the Chinese leadership has strongly reaffirmed the pri-
macy of the Party, boosting a discourse of legitimacy based on 
nationalist rhetoric and references to socialist ideology. In this 
scenario, power is also built through deliberate opacity, which 
makes it difficult for internal and international observers to find 
a unique interpretation. In their need to understand, they end 
up embracing extremely simplistic views. Consider, for example, 
the much-discussed ‘Chinese Dream’. Evoked since the begin-
ning of Xi’s term, despite originally being a polysemic concept 
with elusive features, over the course of ten years it has revealed 
its full potential – proving to be functional both in terms of in-
ternational projection and internal consensus- leading to inter-
pretations of the country’s role in the global scenario ranging 
from glorification to demonization. 

Although directed at an academic and specialist audience, 
the volume has been designed as a useful tool for readers who, 
while not Sinologists with a background in the field, wish to 
deepen their knowledge and understanding of certain dynamics 
and internal workings of a global actor that increasingly influ-
ences the world’s economic, political, and strategic balances. 
For this reason, in addition to reflecting on the present to pro-
vide elements and tools for understanding contemporary China, 
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each article yields, from a historical perspective, the dynamics 
and issues underlying the directions taken in the legal, eco-
nomic, political-ideological, and social spheres. The contribu-
tions collected here therefore aim to offer updated interpreta-
tions capable of conveying the complexity of dynamics which – 
although they often seem specific to a context of traditional cul-
tural and historical specificity- are in fact based on rather under-
standable reasons and seem to follow general trends that can be 
seen in the globalized world. 

The volume is structured into five thematic sections con-
ceived as fundamental pillars underpinning every society -poli-
tics, economics, society, law, and international relations- each 
of which, using different methodologies, addresses a crucial di-
mension of the contemporary Chinese system. 

In the first section, which is dedicated to politics, Asia Mar-
cantoni analyzes the ideological construction of Xi Jinping’s 
“New Era,” questioning the meaning attributed to the concept 
of “democracy” (minzhu 民主) in the official narrative and in-
stitutional practices of the Communist Party. The analysis re-
veals how, with the advent of Xi Jinping, this category has been 
reconfigured not in a participatory sense, but as a tool of legit-
imization, serving to strengthen central power. Moreover, it 
shows how a new conception of democracy is developing that 
seems to move away from “Chinese democracy”-as it had been 
conceived and developed since the 19th century- emphasizing 
the centrality of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) as the 
guarantor of stability and progress and redefining the relation-
ship between the ruled and rules. In this sense, the historical 
reconstruction of the meaning of the concept of democracy in 
China will provide a fundamental basis for understanding the 
new configuration of the political system, characterized by a 
vertical strengthening of power and the marginalization of hor-
izontal forms of participation. The analysis also reflects on how 
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the entire discourse on democracy promoted by the current 
leadership is not only directed internally within the country, 
but also externally. 

The volume continues with the economic section and with a 
contribution by Dario Di Conzo, who explores the conse-
quences of demographic aging and labor market transfor-
mations, focusing on the resilience of a system in which the tran-
sition from accelerated development to the “new normal” im-
plies redistributive choices and growing social tensions. In par-
ticular, the essay questions the realization of the so-called “Chi-
nese dream” (Zhongguo meng, 中国梦) in dealing with popula-
tion aging, regional inequalities, and transformations in urban 
and rural welfare. Retracing history since the economic reform 
period of 1978 and analyzing demographic changes, workforce 
shifts, and the diversification of business ownership, Di Conzo 
highlights how the loss of competitive advantage in labor costs, 
the intensification of sectoral polarization, and the influence of 
urbanization on internal migration pose significant challenges 
for the country’s future economic and social development. 

The third section, dedicated to society, features an essay by 
Yuying Xia, which sheds light on the hukou (户口) urban and 
rural residence registration system, investigating the dynamics 
that link residence, social status, and access to welfare benefits, 
and highlighting the increased social tensions as well as the dif-
ficulties of reforming the system to overcome them. After 
providing information about the origins of this system -de-
signed to control migration flows and support urban develop-
ment- the essay explores how it has effectively become a struc-
tural barrier that generates exclusion and inequality. In fact, by 
creating barriers to access -particularly for migrant workers- to 
health, social security, and educational services, the hukou sys-
tem generates strong discontent among the population and an 
urgent need for social and legislative reforms. 
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Moving on to the legal system, in the fourth section, 
Guidomaria De Cesare analyzes the difficult coexistence be-
tween the assertion of the existence of a supposed Chinese le-
gal exceptionalism and selective openness to Western regula-
tory models. The essay highlights the contradictions of a legal 
system (fazhi, 法制) in which legal sovereignty is subordinate to 
political primacy, but which at the same time requires regula-
tory efficiency and legal certainty. The analysis reveals the in-
terplay between public and private law within the Chinese con-
stitutional system, examining the evolution of the New Civil 
Code. It also offers a reflection on the issue of judicial inde-
pendence and the functioning of the People’s Procuratorates, 
and reflects on how the law in China plays a fundamental role 
not only in maintaining the political hegemony of the Party but 
also as a field of experimentation for meeting the economic 
and social needs of the population. 

Lastly, the concluding section, dedicated to international 
relations, features a contribution by Matteo Peccini, who ex-
plores the case study of the highway project in Montenegro as 
part of the Belt and Road Initiative (一带一路, yi dai yi lu). Fol-
lowing an analysis of the economic and political mechanisms 
that regulate China’s external projection -in this case, in the 
Midwest- the author attempts to problematize the dominant 
narratives on Chinese expansion, which range from accusa-
tions of creating “debt traps” to claims of win-win cooperation, 
proposing an interpretation that recognizes both the risks of 
dependence and the development opportunities offered by 
the Chinese initiative. The analysis of the “Highway to No-
where” within the BRI is in fact an emblematic case of how, on 
the one hand, Montenegro represents a strategic hub for Bei-
jing’s influence in the Balkans and, on the other, how China’s 
action in Montenegro is a harbinger of possibilities for the 
Montenegrin government itself. 
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In their ensemble, as well as providing interpretative tools 
for understanding a changing country, the essays of this vol-
ume propose looking at China not as an ideological or cultural 
monolith, but as a dynamic system crossed by tensions, where 
political, economic, and legal choices are confronted with in-
ternal contradictions and global pressures. Reading today’s 
China means accepting the challenge of confronting a reality 
in constant transformation, where historical continuity is inter-
twined with discontinuities caused by the management of ever-
changing internal and international challenges. In this con-
text, political power strategies -which must be understood 
within the complexity of social, economic, and international 
relations- can only be understood by avoiding prejudicial per-
spectives and binary simplifications, and by adopting a perspec-
tive capable of combining analytical pragmatism and critical 
consciousness. From a broader perspective, this volume stems 
from the awareness that a comparative approach to the various 
ideological, political, social, economic, and legal aspects of 
China is fundamental to mutual understanding and common 
dialogue, which the contemporary world seems to need in-
creasingly. Understanding China’s political, ideological, eco-
nomic, social, and legal systems is not a matter of mere aca-
demic curiosity but a historical necessity: global governance is-
sues such as wars, interactions in trade, investment, intellectual 
property, environmental regulation, and digital governance all 
require a thorough understanding also of how China operates, 
both in practice and ideologically. Supporting in-depth com-
parative research on political, economic, and social issues, 
transcending disciplinary boundaries and bringing together 
experts from various fields of knowledge (language, culture, 
literature, history, politics, etc.) means recognizing that plural-
ism is a structural feature of the global order that can no longer 
be ignored if we want to promote development and mutual 
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understanding between China and the rest of the world, where 
the parties are increasingly interconnected. 

In conclusion, I would like to thank the Polidemos research 
center at the Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore di Milano 
for its generosity and for giving me the opportunity to conceive 
and publish this volume. Sincere gratefulness also extends to 
Director of the center Damiano Palano for his work, constant 
support, and trust in the project. Sincere thanks also go to all 
the authors for their contributions and willingness to cooper-
ate, which have made possible what we hope will be a stimulat-
ing interdisciplinary discussion as well as a first -albeit modest- 
step aimed at overcoming the barriers of departmentalization 
and promoting exchange and collaboration among colleagues 
working on Asia, with a particular focus on China. The oppor-
tunity to edit a volume dealing with issues as complex as they 
are relevant is a precious opportunity for me, which I hope can 
be shared with all readers interested in critically understanding 
certain aspects of contemporary China. 
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