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Abstract
This paper explores the reception and reinterpretation of Hannah Arendt’s political thought in contemporary China. Tracing the delayed and contested publication of her works—most notably The Origins of Totalitarianism—it examines how Chinese intellectuals and readers have engaged with her ideas under conditions of censorship. Drawing on book reviews from Douban, China’s largest literary platform, the study reveals how Arendt’s concepts, especially the “Banality of Evil,” have acquired renewed significance as metaphors for everyday authoritarianism. In the wake of the White Paper Movement and Zero-COVID protests, reading and discussing Arendt has become a subtle form of political expression. Rather than passive consumption, these acts of reading function as ritualized dissent—intellectual and emotional resistance enacted through the page. In this context, Arendt’s work is no longer merely a theoretical import, but a living discourse woven into the fabric of China’s present.
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Introduction

On 26 November 2022, the White Paper Movement, the largest mass protest since 1989, broke out in China (Henry, 2022). On the same day, Anquanxueqing (2022) wrote a short book review for The Origins of Totalitarianism at Douban, China’s largest book review site: “I have to say it was fate that made me read this book at this time,” she adds, “it’s so well written, every page makes you want to excerpt, and I have a clear understanding of many issues happening now.”
In fact, Arendt’s works had not been introduced to Mainland China until the end of the twentieth century, and The Origins of Totalitarianism was even totally banned by the Chinese government until 2008. But in such a short time, Arendt has become one of the most popular Western political philosophers in contemporary China. However, how was Arendt’s work introduced to mainland China and accepted by the public? This question has still not been discussed by scholars. 
This essay explores the introduction, reception and influence of Arendt’s work in China. The first section will outline the translation and publication of Arendt’s works in China since the 1980s, and the struggle between China’s intellectual elite and the publishing world against censorship during this process. The second section discusses the reading of Arendt’s books in China. As the special relation between her works and the political reality of China, Arendt’s work has become more than a “book”, it has become a discourse and a symbol against totalitarian rule. Thus, writing a review of this book to satirize the present day has become a kind of “political ritual”. In the third section, I will discuss the influence of Arendt’s works, especially how a concept, “the Banality of Evil”, was disseminated, accepted and eventually used as a weapon of resistance against totalitarian politics in China. 

I. Resistance to Censorship: A History of the Publication of Hannah Arendt’s Works in China
Arendt’s works were published in China since the end of the 20th century. Like the work of many Western philosophers, her works were seen as a symbol of resistance to censorship. Since Marxism was the only orthodoxy in Chinese thought during the Maoist era, nearly all of books from capitalist countries were classified as “enemy ideological poison” (Culp, 2019). In 1978, the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) was held, announcing the end of the Cultural Revolution and China’s official entry into the era of reform and opening up (People’s Daily, 1978). In the new political climate, the relationship between China and the West changed dramatically, with the West transforming from a demonised enemy to one of the sources of new cultural ideas. In April of the following year, Li Honglin (1979) published an article entitled “No Forbidden Zone for Reading” in the inaugural issue of Reading magazine. The article called for the translation and introduction of Western works that had been strictly forbidden during the Mao era.
In 1981, the Commercial Press began to edit and publish a series of Chinese translations of the world’s most famous academic works, translating and introducing masterpieces of various schools of thought from all over the world (Souhu, 2022). In 1985, China published 399 translations of social science works, 477 in 1986 and 600 in 1987, making a total of nearly 1,500 foreign translations in three years. The total number of foreign translations published in three years was nearly 1,500. By 1987, 80% of the publishing houses in China were involved in the publication of foreign intellectual works (Xie, 2011). As a large number of Western academic works were translated and published, the intellectual elite quickly embraced Western schools of thought such as existentialism, and even formed a collective cult of Western political science and philosophy. According to a survey of Beijing universities in 1988, courses introducing Western cultural thought were the most popular among students in all types of university courses, and 63 percent of student clubs were related to Western thought and culture (Qi and Li, 2008).
In this context, in 1999, Shanghai People's Publishing House published a Chinese version of The Human Condition, the first time Hannah Arendt’s work had been published in mainland China. In the following two decades, 15 books by Arendt were published in mainland China.

	[bookmark: _Hlk202817868]Name of Book
	Press
	Year of Publication

	The Human Condition
	Shanghai People's Publishing House
	1999

	Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil
	Jilin People's Publishing House
	2003

	Hannah Arendt/Heinrich blucher briefe 1936-1968
	Guizhou People's Publishing House
	2004

	Men in Dark Times
	Phoenix Publishing & Media, Inc.
	2006

	The Life of the Mind-Thinking
	Phoenix Publishing & Media, Inc.
	2006

	The Life of the Mind: Willing
	Phoenix Publishing & Media, Inc.
	2006

	On Revolution
	Phoenix Publishing & Media, Inc.
	2007

	Karl Marx and the Tradition of Western Political Thought
	Phoenix Publishing & Media, Inc.
	2007

	The Origins of Totalitarianism
	SDX Joint Publishing Company
	2008

	Responsibility and Judgment
	Shanghai People's Publishing House
	2011

	Between Past and Future
	Jiangsu People's Publishing House
	2011

	Lectures on Kant's Political Philosophy
	Shanghai People's Publishing House
	2013

	Crises of the Republic
	
	2013

	The Promise of Politics
	Shanghai People's Publishing House
	2016

	BETWEEN FRIENDS: The Correspondence of Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy, 1949-1975
	CITIC Press
	2016



Table 1 The publication of Hannah Arendt’s works in mainland China

However, although censorship in the reform era was not as strict as it was in the Mao era, the Chinese government never actually recognised freedom of publication and freedom of expression. Until 2008, The Origins of Totalitarianism was on a list of “banned books” drawn up by the Chinese government (WULB, 2008). In 2005, Yan Bofei, Chairman of Monsoon Books bought the rights to this book。He was very interested in its significance: 

The twentieth century was a period of totalitarianism that swept the world for seventy years. At the beginning of the twentieth century, mankind sought freedom and liberation, only to find itself a slave to tyranny at the end of the twentieth century. Why did this happen? An explanation of the phenomenon of totalitarianism is very important, and this book is by far the most valuable exploration of totalitarianism. (WULB, 2008)

But in the three years that followed, in which he approached various publishers, none of them would publish the book. “The publishers would not say why they refused to publish it, but I think the main reason was a concern about the word ‘totalitarian’ in the title.” (WULB, 2008) In June 2008, the book was finally published by SDX Joint Publishing Company with a “restricted circulation”.
“Restricted circulation” is one of the political legacies of the Mao era. Under this system, a government-appointed publisher could publish a small number of banned books for senior cadres to read (Kong, 2002). In other words, although certain forbidden books could be published, they were not sold to the public and their circulation was strictly limited by the government. This system still exists in the post-Mao era, but government control over publishers has been relatively relaxed as China embarks on market economy reforms. When a publisher claims that it will “internally release” a banned book, the government does not have strict control over its actual circulation. As a result, these books also have the opportunity to be marketed and sold openly. The book The Origins of Totalitarianism also “escaped” censorship in this way. To this day, it has been published in two editions, but the cover of each edition reads “internal distribution”. Fortunately, it is available to all, both online and in offline bookshops.
Thus, the publication of The Origins of Totalitarianism is in a way a victory for the publishers against censorship. Chen Zishan, a professor of Chinese at East China Normal University and a well-known book collector, believes that “to be published under the name of ‘restricted circulation’ is already a great progress and breakthrough.” He sees the publication of the book as a victory in the long-running game of civil power for freedom of publication. As Yan Bofei points out, “there are still some grey areas in the system and regulations”, and these gaps have allowed room for freedom of publication to be played. Chen Zishan, one of the judges, said: “There is no need to even discuss the greatness of the book’s content. Because to be published is a triumph in itself.”
In short, since the 1980s, the Chinese Communist Party has put forward the idea of “economic development’ instead of political struggle”, and immediately began a cultural exchange with the West. In the reform era, Hannah Arendt’s works were introduced, translated and published, as were other Western academic works. Whether as “licensed books” or as “internally published banned books”, their publication was seen by the intellectual elite as a victory for voices opposed to censorship.

II. From Publication to Reading: Arendt’s Works as Political Metaphor
Douban is the largest book review site in the Chinese world. According to officially released figures, this site reached 200 million registered users at the end of 2019. On this site, Eichmann in Jerusalem and The Origins of Totalitarianism are the two books by Arendt with the most reviews, with 4,682 and 3,858 people participating in the reviews respectively.

	Rank
	Name of Book
	Count of Reviews

	1
	Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil
	4686

	2
	The Origins of Totalitarianism
	3860

	3
	The Human Condition
	1830

	4
	Responsibility and Judgment
	1330

	5
	On Revolution
	1025

	6
	Men in Dark Times
	875

	7
	Lectures on Kant's Political Philosophy
	301

	8
	The Promise of Politics
	300

	9
	Crises of the Republic
	277

	10
	The Life of the Mind: Willing
	274

	11
	BETWEEN FRIENDS: The Correspondence of Hannah Arendt and Mary McCarthy, 1949-1975
	265

	12
	The Life of the Mind-Thinking
	178

	13
	Hannah Arendt/Heinrich blucher briefe 1936-1968
	127

	14
	Karl Marx and the Tradition of Western Political Thought
	121


Table 2：Count of reviews of Arendt’s works

Arendt attracts far more attention on Douban than her teachers. Martin Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit, for example, has only 1253 reviews (Douban, 2022), and Karl Theodor Jaspers’ Man in the Modern Age has only 1425 reviews (Douban, 2022). Even Max Weber’s Die protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus, a book that many Chinese high school students are asked to read, has only 6,150 reviews(Douban, 2022).  Why are Arendt’s works so popular in China?
Chen Wei, a professor of Politics in Renmin University, posed the question after reading The Origins of Totalitarianism, itself echoing the book Why Arendt Matters (2009): Why Arendt matters in China?  “The answer is that, apart from the significance of scholarship, Arendt is highly relevant to Chinese politics.” As Arendt predicted in 1951, the prospects of totalitarian dictatorship in India and China are “frighteningly good”. (Arendt, 2017) Thus, Arendt’s critique of totalitarianism in The Origins of Totalitarianism, gives her work a special relevance in China. In other words, when reading Arendt’s work, many Chinese readers are reminded of the past and present of the Chinese Communist Party.
Guo Yuhua, a famous sociologist at Tsinghua University, has repeatedly recommended Arendt’s work in public. She believes that Mao-era China perfectly fits Arendt’s description of the totalitarian state (Guo, 2022). A popular metaphor in Mao’s time, for example, was that “everyone is a revolutionary screw, and wherever the Party screws me in, I will shine and never rust” (Zhao, 2022). Guo (2022) argues that this metaphor is essentially the same as Arendt’s metaphor of totalitarianism as a machine, a system in which people are turned into cogs in the machine. Liu Yu, one of the most prominent female political scientists in China today, has also repeatedly recommended Arendt’s work. She has used the concept of “the Banality of Evil” to analyse the Red Guards during the Cultural Revolution (Liu, 2021). The talk has been uploaded to Bilibili, a public video website, and has already received 104,000 views. (Bilibili, 2022)
More importantly, Guo and Liu’s comments about Arendt’s works and China during the Cultural Revolution being a “totalitarian state” challenge the CCP’s restrictions on citizens’ freedom of speech. Weibo is China’s version of Twitter, and one of the most popular social networking sites. According to the official User Development Report provided by Weibo, it has 573 million active monthly users. (Weibo, 2020) However, on this social networking site, Guo’s account has been blocked eighty times because she keeps posting messages containing “banned words”. The “banned words” system is the Chinese Communist Party’s online speech censorship system (Ye and Zhao, 2023), which is used to prevent people from talking about politics on the internet. The CCP lists political terms that they consider “sensitive” and require internet and social media companies to remove all messages containing these terms. If users repeatedly post messages containing banned words, they risk being “blocked”. From Mao Tse-tong to Xi Jinping, from the Cultural Revolution to the June 4 Movement, from totalitarianism to the government, major Communist Party leaders, controversial political events, and specific political terms are all “banned words”. According to unofficial statistics, there are at least 1,625 “forbidden words”. (China Digital Space, 2020)
But even with such strict censorship, ordinary people, like readers such as Guo, are trying to break out of the cage of power. They do so implicitly, mainly by “writing reviews” of books. In the review section of The Origins of Totalitarianism, for example, a large number of reviews do not comment on or analyse Arendt’s idea, but rather metaphorically refer to the CCP’s totalitarian rule by highlighting the book’s relevance to China at the present time. “I think she would have included that decade in her analysis.” （Douban, 2022）That “decade” he refers to is a well-known metaphor for the Chinese public, referring to the Cultural Revolution of 1966-1976. Lanita (2022) comments, “Look at the time of publication and the today’s date. Arendt has written a timeless book with extremely limited material.” Hanxi, in his review of the book, simply writes: “Here and now is ‘that moment’ and ‘that contry’” (2022).
Of course, similar to Guo’s experience, many netizens are not free to express themselves in book reviews of Hannah Arendt’s work. Ermengdia’s review, for example, is no longer available to us; in her speaking section, there is only a message that has been officially replaced by Douban: “Hello Ermengdia, your short review of The Origins of Totalitarianism has been removed because it contains radical current affairs or ideological aspects. If the content posted is removed multiple times, it will result in an abnormal account status and comments from abnormal accounts will no longer appear in the public area. Thank you for your understanding and support.” (Douban, 2022) Zhalan Jianxi Toukuini (2022) wrote a short review, with a sentence unrelated to the book itself: “Wrote a short review, but it was deleted.” In addition, for The Origins of Totalitarianism, currently only reviews written in 2022 are available, while for Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought, Douban has banned users from posting reviews of the book. (Jianghu Xiaowu, 2022)
But fortunately, strict censorship still leaves room for people to speak out, and the symbolism of Arendt’s work has taken on a significance beyond that of her content. After the outbreak of the protest movement against the CCP’s Zero-Covid strategy, many Chinese readers have again published book reviews of The Origins of Totalitarianism in Douban. Through these reviews, they expressed their discontent with the CCP’s totalitarian politics. For example, Thanksfor23 (2022)says, “Can there be an Arendt who can give such a deep and concrete review and reflection on the history of these three years again after 15 years?” The “three years” refers to the three years of the Covid-19 pandemic from 2020 to 2022. Crying Cat writes, “I read this in my junior year and didn’t understand it at the time, so I cursed Hannah Arendt, but now I finally understand it.” Aye-captain (2022)also says: “It’s about the best work that explains the present.”
In short, Chinese people find it difficult to express themselves politically on public social media due to strict censorship. As a result, writing book reviews of Arendt’s books on Douban has become somewhat of an “art of not being governed” for them. (James Scott, 2009)  For Arendt’s Chinese readers, what they read from her books is not only the past, but also the present. So, Arendt’s works themselves have become a sort of political metaphor, and reading these books and writing criticisms of the CCP’s totalitarian rule in the reviews section of these books has become a political ritual-like existence.

III. From Reading to Practicing: Arendt’s Works as Weapons against Totalitarian Dictatorship
To this day, many of the concepts put forward by Arendt have become popular political discourse. The most typical one is “the Banality of Evil”. This section will take the example of the protests against Zero-Covid Strategy in China. Through analysis of this case, I will explore how this concept has become one of the most popular political discourses in China and has profoundly influenced the path of political thinking among citizens.
“The Banality of Evil” is one of the most familiar political concepts in China. On Weibo, the average number of messages using the phrase is 11 per day. On 27 November 2022,  Du Zijian used it to analyse the epidemic prevention work of Chinese grassroots officials. The weibo (equals to ‘tweet’) received 3,349 likes, 1,057 retweets and 283 comments. In his tweets, Du has been scathing about the political performance of grassroots officials in China over the past three years in the prevention of the epidemic. 
Since 2020, the Chinese government has been encroaching on the private realm under the banner of “epidemic prevention”. For example, when a Chinese citizen returns to his community from another city, province or country (although travel abroad has been almost completely banned since 2020), he must report his travels to the community, which then decides whether he can be allowed back. If it is judged that he may have travelled to an area where there are confirmed cases, his home may be boarded up or he may be taken directly to the mobile cabin hospital.[footnoteRef:1] Also, for example, after the lockdown of the city, the community committee will simply block off the doors of an apartment compound with chains and gates in order to prohibit the movement of people altogether. In April 2022, elderly people died in Shanghai because they could not be rescued because of the blockade. (Feizhou, 2022) The victims of a fire in Urumchi, Xinjiang, on 24 November 2022 were also unable to escape because they were locked in the building. (BBC News, 2022) Another example is the community committee in Beijing that conspired to intimidate a citizen who questioned their work by threatening the citizen’s child after protests broke out. (RFA, 2022) Yet the self-defence of the grassroots officials is that “we are just following orders.” [1:  But some people think the building is camps rather than “hospital”.  Xisi Jikong (@xiteller), Twittter, April 24, 2022, 4:00 a.m. https://twitter.com/xiteller/status/1518062293481037825] 

Du, and his supporters, therefore liken these grassroots officials to the ‘Eichmann in China’. This is very different from the way Chinese citizens have thought about politics in the past. For example, the last mass protest in China was the ‘Tiananmen Square Protests of 1989’. As mentioned above, the 1980s ushered in an era of mass importation and translation of Western political philosophy in contemporary China. Young students and intellectual elites were thus exposed to ideas of freedom and democracy. At the time, the Chinese Communist Party was extremely corrupt and young students therefore demanded political reform. Although the Tiananmen Square Protests swept the country, they ended in a violent military crackdown (Zhang, 2001). In previous political reflections on the Tiananmen Square Protests, and other political events, the public has tended to blame the Communist leaders for all the wrongs done.  But twenty years after Arendt’s work entered mainland China, “the ‘Banality of Evil” has profoundly influenced the path of political thinking. Today, the public no longer believes that those who implement policies are innocent. In contrast, the official condemnation of the use of the term “the Banality of Evil” by the Western media to describe Chinese officials in the fight against the epidemic has been severe. (Sina News, 2022) Once again, this demonstrates the difference between public and official attitudes to Arendt’s ideas and the conflicting positions behind this difference.
Like the grassroots officials, the Chinese public sees the police as “Eichmann-like figures” who have been involved in violent clashes with the public in the wake of the protests (The Guardian, 2022). Since the outbreak of the protests, the police in Shanghai have beaten and arrested many young people. To this day, many of them are still “missing” (Bot D, 2022). Bot D (2022) said in a Twitter debate on the guilt or innocence of the Shanghai police, “They could have raised their guns an inch[footnoteRef:2], but instead they had to be ‘Eichmann’ figures, part of the violence machine. Do taxpayers (pay their salaries) to be beaten up by them?” In this passage, we can see that Arendt’s idea has become a political metaphor and a political discourse in China, and that the concepts of “Eichmann-like characters” and “the Banality of Evil” have been fully integrated into the political framework and approach of the Chinese public. [2:  A sentence misintroduced by Chinese translater from Killing of Peter Fechter, Das Schießen auf die Füße hingegen, so Seidel, war nicht rechtswidrig.] 

However, it is important to distinguish whether the public has misunderstood the concept of “the Banality of Evil”. In other words, is the public targeting grassroots officials truly because they understand the concept? Or because they can only see the “surface” and are unable to recognise the centralised system behind the “evil” behaviour of grassroots officials? This question remains unanswered, but at the earliest stages of the protests on 26 November, people were already chanting the slogan “Step down CCP”. It proves that at least some of the people who used the term “the Banality of Evil” to criticise grassroots officials also realised that the phrase was created by the totalitarian dictatorship itself. There is another example. During the protests, the self-published media demonstrated their influence despite strict speech controls. On 7 December, Hancheng in Shaanxi Province asked all local self-publishers to file and submit their real information (Lilaoshi Bushi Nilaoshi, 2022).  In response to the news, Puberty pigeon (2022) said: “The focus is on ‘social mobilisation capacity.” He adds, “The Communist Party does not allow the emergence of any social groups, social institutions or individuals that are not under its control and have organisational mobilisation capacity, so it has gone out of its way to suppress and persecute at all costs and means over the years public intellectuals who have the power of appeal and influence in society. In a word, in order to maintain its dictatorship, it has tried every means to atomize the people and strictly prevent them from organising themselves.” In his tweet, he naturally uses Arendt’s concept of “atomized society”. Clearly, for readers like him, Arendt’s ideas and concepts provide them with a framework for political thinking and analysis.
More importantly, reading Arendt has also influenced their political practice and action. One Weibo user writes, “In the future, when the trial is today, we can say with honour that we did nothing, we were not involved in anything. We didn’t even have ‘the Banality of Evil’. We resisted, although our resistance were ineffective.” Douban user Sea of Algiers also wrote in her review, “I just hope that when it does happen, I’m as brave as I think I am.” For readers of Arendt, this reflection and courage is especially important.

Conclusion
This paper reviews the process by which Hannah Arendt’s works were introduced, published and read in mainland China. The introduction of most of Arendt’s work has been facilitated by the relatively relaxed political climate in mainland China since the 1980s. However, because of the specificity of the term “totalitarian” in China, the publication of The Origins of Totalitarianism was the result of a confrontation between the intellectual elite and the Chinese Communist Party’s censorship of publications. So it was seen as a symbol of the intellectual elite’s victory. Following its publication, both the elite and the popular readership have contrasted Arendt’s thinking from over half a century ago with the reality in China today. Thus, in China, Arendt’s work itself became a symbol of resistance to centralised power, and writing book reviews of Arendt’s work became a political ritual for the public to express their dissatisfaction with politics and to challenge the restrictions and censorship of speech. After reading them, the public’s acceptance of Arendt’s works is reflected in both ideology and practice. On the one hand, concepts such as “the Banality of Evil” and “atomized” became popular political discourses and influenced the path of their political thinking and analysis. On the other hand, the reading of Arendt also influenced their political practices. For Chinese readers, the value of Hannah Arendt’s works lies not only in the author’s brilliant arguments but also in the political meanings of the books themselves.
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