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PREFACE

China’s rise on the global stage has been accompanied by an explosion
of facts and information about the country. We can read about China’s
aging population, its stock market gyrations, and its investments in
Africa. We can use websites to track the air quality in Chinese cities,
to monitor China’s actions in the South China Sea, or to check on the
number of Chinese officials arrested on a particular day.

In many respects, this information does what it is supposed to
do: keep us informed about one of the world’s most important powers.
From the boom and bust in global commodities to the warming of
the earth’s atmosphere, Chinese leaders’ political and economic choices
matter not only for China but also for the rest of the world; and we can
access all of this information with a few strokes on our keyboards.

Yet all these data also have the potential to overload our circuits.
The information we receive is often contradictory. We read one day
that the Chinese government is advancing the rule of law and hear the
next that it has arrested over two hundred lawyers and activists without
due process. Information is often incomplete or inaccurate. In the fall
of 2015, Chinese officials acknowledged that during 20002013, they
had underestimated the country’s consumption of coal by as much as
17 percent; as a result, more than a decade of reported improvements in
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energy efficiency and greenhouse gas emissions were called into ques-
tion. We are confused by dramatic but often misleading headlines that
trumpet China’s every accomplishment. More Americans believe (in-
correctly), for example, that China, not the United States, is the world’s
largest economic power. It is a country that often confounds us with
contradictions.

The challenge of making sense of China has been compounded in
recent years by the emergence of Xi Jinping as Chinese Communist
Party general secretary (2012) and president (2013). Under his leader-
ship, significant new laws and regulations have been drafted, revised,
and promulgated at an astonishing rate, in many instances challenging
long-held understandings of the country’s overall political and eco-
nomic trajectory. While previous Chinese leaders recognized nongov-
ernmental organizations from abroad as an essential element of China’s
economic and social development, for example, the Xi-led government
drafted and passed a law to constrain the activities of these groups,
some of which Chinese officials refer to as “hostile foreign forces.” In
addition, contradictions within and among Xi’s initiatives leave obser-
vers clamoring for clarity. One of the great paradoxes of China today,
for example, is Xi Jinping’s effort to position himself as a champion of
globalization, while at the same time restricting the free flow of cap-
ital, information, and goods between China and the rest of the world.
Despite his almost five years in office, questions abound as to Xi’s true
intentions: Is he a liberal reformer masquerading as a conservative na-
tionalist until he can more fully consolidate power? Or are his more
liberal reform utterances merely a smokescreen for a radical reversal
of China’s policy of reform and opening up? How different is a Xi-led
China from those that preceded it?

I undertook this study to try to answer these questions for my-
self and to help others make sense of the seeming inconsistencies and
ambiguities in Chinese policy today. Sifting through all of the fast-
changing, contradictory, and occasionally misleading information that
is available on China to understand the country’s underlying trends is
essential. Businesses make critical investment decisions based on as-
sessments of China’s economic reform initiatives. Decisions by foun-
dations and universities over whether to put down long-term stakes
in China rely on an accurate understanding of the country’s political
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evolution. Negotiations over global climate change hinge on a correct
distillation of past, current, and future levels of Chinese coal consump-
tion. And countries” security policies must reflect a clear-eyed view of
how Chinese leaders’ words accord with their actions in areas such as
the South China Sea and North Korea.

As much as possible, I attempt to assess the relative success or short-
comings of the Chinese leadership’s initiatives on their own merits. In
other words, I ask, what is the Chinese leadership seeking to accom-
plish with its policy reforms and what has it accomplished? I begin
with Xi Jinping himself and lay out his vision for China and its his-
torical antecedents. I then dive into six areas the Xi government has
identified as top reform priorities—politics, the Internet, innovation,
the economy, the environment, and foreign policy. In some cases, there
are competing interests and initiatives to tease out. Nonetheless, taken
together, these separate reform efforts provide a more comprehensive
picture of the arc of Chinese reform over the past five years and its im-
plications for the rest of the world. I conclude the book with a set of
recommendations for how the United States and other countries can
best take advantage of the transformation underway to achieve their
own policy objectives.
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Introduction

IN MID-NOVEMBER 2012, THE World Economic Forum hosted a
breakfast in Dubai for several dozen prominent Chinese scholars,
businesspeople, and government officials.! The Chinese had traveled
there to discuss pressing global matters with their counterparts from
around the world. I was one of a few non-Chinese citizens at the break-
fast and soon noticed that the attention of most of the participants
was not on climate change or youth unemployment but instead on
the dramatic news from home. After months of suspense, the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) had just revealed the membership of the
Politburo Standing Committee (PBSC)—the seven men selected to
lead the country for the next five years.

Strikingly, most of the Chinese at the breakfast could say little about
the new leaders. In contrast to the American and other democratic polit-
ical systems, which are designed to strip bare the political and personal
inclinations of public officials, the selection of Chinese leadership takes
place almost entirely behind closed doors. It combines a bargaining and
bartering process among former top leaders with a popularity contest
among the two hundred or so members of the Communist Party who
comprise the powerful Central Committee.

The run-up to this particular selection process had been particularly
fraught. It was the first time in two-and-a-half decades that the general
secretary of the CCP had not been hand-picked by Deng Xiaoping,
the transformative leader of the country from the late 1970s until his
death in 1997. Deng had led China out of the turmoil of the Cultural
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Revolution and set the country on its historic path of economic re-
form and opening up. Since the mid-1980s, he had anointed each of
the CCP’s previous four general secretaries: Hu Yaobang, Zhao Ziyang,
Jiang Zemin, and finally Hu Jintao. Without Deng’s imprimatur, the
selection process appeared not only opaque but also at times chaotic.
One top contender, Bo Xilai, the charismatic head of Chongging and
son of one of China’s original revolutionary leaders, Bo Yibo, had
fallen in scandal during spring 2012, eventually landing under arrest
for corruption. Xi Jinping, the heir-designate and eventual winner in
the political sweepstakes, had disappeared for a period of two weeks in
September, giving rise to a raft of rumors concerning his fate. Until the
group of seven men walked onto a stage in the Great Hall of the People
in Beijing shortly before noon on November 15, 2012, the Chinese
people could not state with complete certainty who would be leading
their country.

When [ asked the Chinese at my table what they made of the new
PBSC members, they pointed out that, overall, they appeared to rep-
resent the older, more conservative element within the party. Sixty-
six-year-old former Guangdong Party Secretary Zhang Dejiang, for
example, possessed a degree in economics from North Korea’s Kim 1I-
Sung University and was known above all for his poor handling of the
early 1990s SARS epidemic and his repressive approach to the media.
In contrast, fifty-seven-year-old Wang Yang, Zhang’s dynamic and
reform-oriented successor in Guangdong, was left waiting in the wings.
(He was selected for the still prestigious, but less powerful, Politburo.)
Beyond such generalities, however, my Chinese colleagues could say
litcle. Indeed, Xi Jinping, who at fifty-nine years of age now stood at the
apex of the Communist Party as general secretary and would just four
months later become president of the country and head of the military,
was largely an unknown quantity. Despite three decades of government
service, Xi’s accomplishments, temperament, and leadership qualities
remained a question mark.

The Xi Vision
The new general secretary did not leave the Chinese people or the rest
of the world wondering for long. Speaking at a press conference shortly
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after the new leaders made their appearance at the Great Hall of the
People, Xi outlined his priorities. He spoke of the need to address the
endemic corruption that plagued the Communist Party and to ensure
that the party served the people. Fighting corruption would soon be-
come the signature issue of his first years in office.

The essence of Xi Jinping’s vision, however, was his call for the great
revival or rejuvenation of the Chinese nation. Reflecting on China’s five
thousand years of history, Xi referenced the country’s “indelible con-
tribution” to world civilization.? At the same time, he acknowledged
that efforts by successive Chinese leaders to realize the great revival of
the Chinese nation had “failed one time after another.”® The rejuve-
nation narrative is a well-understood and powerful one in China. It
evokes memories of the country as the Middle Kingdom demanding
tribute from the rest of the world; China as a source of innovation, cre-
ating paper, gunpowder, printing, and the compass; and China as an
expansive, outward-facing power, with Ming dynasty Admiral Zheng
He commanding a naval fleet of more than three hundred ships and
sailing throughout Asia to the Horn of Africa and the Red Sea. Left
out of the rejuvenation narrative, but etched deeply into the minds of
many Chinese, are those periods of Chinese history that evoke shame,
such as the one hundred years of humiliation (1849-1949), when China
was occupied and invaded by foreign powers, or the periods that re-
main the black holes of contemporary Chinese history, in which the
Chinese people suffered at the hands of their own government, such as
the Great Leap Forward, the Cultural Revolution, and the Tiananmen
Square massacre.

During his tour of “The Road toward Renewal” exhibition at the
National Museum of China just two weeks later, Xi again underscored
the theme of Chinas rejuvenation, calling it “the greatest dream for
the Chinese nation in modern history.”* The site of Xi’s speech at the
National Museum was not accidental. While much of Chinese history
is marked by revolutions, political and social upheaval, and discontinu-
ities in leadership and political ideologies, the museum celebrates the
ideal of continuity in Chinese history. Quoting from both Mao and
ancient Chinese poets, Xi used the museum as a backdrop to make
clear the linkages between an imperial China and a China led by the
Communist Party.
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In the following months, Xi elaborated further on his vision for the
country. He equated his call for rejuvenation with the “Chinese Dream”
(Zhongguo meng,EF‘@i). For Xi, the Chinese Dream was premised
on the attainment of a number of concrete objectives: China should
double its per-capita GDP from 2010 to 2020; it should have a military
“capable of fighting and winning wars”; and it should meet the social
welfare needs of the people. There also should be no doubt concerning
the country’s ideological future: Xi declared, “The selection of path is
a life-or-death issue for the future of the CPC. We should unswerv-
ingly uphold socialism with Chinese characteristics . . . the superiority
of our system will be fully demonstrated through a brighter future.”
To this end, a robust Communist Party at the forefront of the political
system was of paramount importance. Xi was also careful to distin-
guish the Chinese Dream, rooted in collective values, from the more
individualistic American Dream, noting that the great rejuvenation of
the Chinese nation “is a dream of the whole nation, as well as of every
individual,” and that “only when the country does well, and the nation
does well, can every person do well.”®

Not all Chinese shared Xi Jinping’s particular understanding of the
Chinese Dream. Some argued that the Chinese Dream was a dream of
political reform or constitutionalism, in which the Communist Party
would not be above the law but instead would be bound by it. Others
said that it was a dream to better Chinese society through improve-
ments in food safety or the quality of the environment. And still others,
drawing on the American Dream, called for individual dreams and
pursuits to be respected. Over the course of his first year in office, Xi
began to incorporate some of these other elements, such as opportun-
ities for better education, higher income, and a cleaner environment,
into his dream narrative.” Yet it remained at heart a call for a CCP-led
China to reclaim the country’s ancient greatness.

Xi is not the first modern Chinese leader to use the theme of rejuve-
nation to remind the Chinese people of past glories in an effort to bind
them to modern China. Deng Xiaoping talked about the “invigoration
of China,”® and his successors Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao both called
for the “great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” Over the course of
more than three decades as China experienced a dizzying period of eco-
nomic and political reform and opening up to the outside world, all of
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China’s modern leaders sought to build a China that could reclaim its
place as a global power.

Yet in seeking to realize this common vision, Xi and the rest of the
Chinese leadership have parted ways with their predecessors. They
have elected a way forward that largely rejects the previous path of re-
form and opening up: instead there is reform without opening up. In
a number of respects, the leadership has embraced a process of insti-
tutional change that seeks to reverse many of the political, social, and
economic changes that emerged from thirty years of liberalizing re-
form. The Chinese leaders have also shed the low-profile foreign policy
advanced by Deng Xiaoping in favor of bold initiatives to reshape the
global order.

These dramatic shifts reflect in large measure a belief on the part of
Xi Jinping that China at the time of his ascension was at an inflection
point. The post-Mao era of reform and opening up had yielded signif-
icant gains: double-digit growth for more than two decades, and in-
ternational admiration for China’s economic and other achievements.
Yet as Xi rose up through the party ranks, he also had a front-row seat
to the mounting challenges facing the country: the Communist Party
had become corrupted and devoid of an ideological center, the provi-
sion of public goods had fallen dramatically behind society’s needs, and
even the economy needed a new infusion of reform. In the eyes of Xi,
nothing less than dramatic, revolutionary change could save the party
and the state and propel China forward to realize its full potential as a
great power.

Xi’s Inheritance

By the time of Mao’s death in 1976, the Chinese leadership had just
begun the process of recovery from the political strife, social upheaval,
and economic impoverishment that marked much of his quarter-cen-
tury tenure. Xi Jinping himself had experienced some of the worst of
Mao’s excesses. In the early 1960s, his father, a leading revolutionary
figure and former vice-premier of the government, was branded a
traitor and jailed for his bourgeois background. Soon after, fifteen-year-
old Xi was “sent down” to a remote village where he labored for several
years on an agricultural commune. Rather than feel bitter toward the
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Communist Party for his family’s difficulties, Xi became determined to
join the party, applying for membership multiple times before finally
being accepted in 1974. And in 1975, when Premier Zhou Enlai set out
the Four Modernizations (agriculture, industry, science and technology,
and military) to begin the process of revitalizing China’s economy and
society, Xi Jinping began his own journey alongside that of the country.
He returned to Beijing that same year as a worker-peasant-soldier stu-
dent to study chemical engineering at Tsinghua University, one of
China’s most prestigious academic institutions. Xi’s university educa-
tion during this time, however, was still shaped by Mao’s revolutionary
impulses, with significant periods of time devoted to learning from
farmers and the People’s Liberation Army, as well as studying Marxism-
Leninism. (Only in 1977, with the reintroduction of exams for univer-
sity entrance, did academics begin to reclaim a more dominant place in
Chinese university life.)

The deaths of Mao Zedong and Zhou Enlai in 1976 were followed
by a brief and bloodless power struggle that resulted, by 1978, in the
ascension to power of Deng Xiaoping. Deng and his supporters ce-
mented the Four Modernizations as the direction of the country and
initiated a wholesale reform of the country’s economic and political
system—a transformative process that Deng would later call “China’s
Second Revolution.” In the early 1980s, the Chinese leadership began
to relax the tight state control that, in one way or another, had de-
fined China’s economic and political system since the 1950s. In the
economic realm, this signaled the beginning of a transition from a
command to a more market-driven economy. Deng devolved signif-
icant economic authority to provincial and local officials, removing
political constraints on their economic activities and diminishing
Beijing’s ability to influence the development and outcome of these
activities. China also invited participation from the international
community in China’s economic development through foreign di-
rect investment and trade. By 1984, the government had opened up
fourteen port cities along China’s coast to foreign investment in spe-
cial economic zones. In the mid-to-late 1990s, the state began in ear-
nest to dismantle many of the state-owned enterprises, which had
been the foundation of the urban economy, to encourage the expan-
sion of private and cooperative ventures, and to energize the rural
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economy through the development of smaller scale township and vil-
lage enterprises. The result was dramatic: average growth rates that
exceeded 8 percent annually for more than two decades—elevating
hundreds of millions of Chinese out of poverty, and earning China
significant respect internationally.

Jiang Zemin, who assumed the position of general secretary of the
Communist Party in 1989 and president of the country in 1993,' further
elevated the role of the private sector in the Chinese political system,
actively welcoming successful businesspeople into the party for the
first time. China’s turn outward to the rest of the world also expanded.
China joined the World Trade Organization in 2001, and Jiang, along
with Premier Zhu Rongji, encouraged the country’s state-owned en-
terprises and other economic actors to “go out” in search of natural
resources to fuel Chinas continued economic growth. Hundreds of
thousands of Chinese relocated throughout the world for work and
study. By 2008, China’s reputation as an economic heavyweight was
established and further burnished by its strong standing in the midst of
the global financial crisis.

Changes in the economic realm were matched by reforms in the
political sphere. A collective leadership and more institutionalized suc-
cession process replaced the highly personalized nature of governance
at the top of the political system; significant political authority was de-
volved from central to local officials; and China embraced assistance,
policy advice, and financial support from the international commu-
nity. Moreover, as the government retreated from the market, it also
retreated from its traditional role as social welfare provider, encour-
aging private, nonstate actors to fill the gap in areas such as educa-
tion, medical care, and environmental protection; in the mid-1990s,
Beijing allowed the establishment of formally approved and registered
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), enabling the rapid develop-
ment of civil society. The advent of the Internet also elevated the role of
civil society in Chinese governance. Despite maintaining controls over
certain types of political content, by the mid-to-late 2000s, the web
had become a virtual political space, with greater transparency, polit-
ical accountability, and rule of law (in which Chinese citizens used the
Internet to investigate crimes, seek justice for victims, and even push to
overturn wrongful convictions) than existed in the real political system.
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The era of President Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao (2002—2012)
also marked the beginning of a more concerted public diplomacy effort.
The leadership proclaimed Chinas “win-win” philosophy and worked
hard to reassure Beijing’s neighbors and the rest of the world that
China’s rise would be peaceful and, as its fortunes grew, so too would
those of its partners. In summer 2008, Beijing hosted a world-class
Olympic Games that earned accolades internationally and cemented
the reputation inside Chinese political circles of the senior official who
oversaw preparations for the games, new Politburo member and rising
political star Xi Jinping.

The continued strength of the Chinese economy throughout the
global financial crisis also introduced a new element into the country’s
foreign policy. Increasingly there were calls within China for the country
to assume its rightful place on the global stage as a world leader, ca-
pable of shaping international norms and institutions. As the United
States struggled to climb out of economic recession, senior Chinese
economic, military, and foreign policy officials argued that the decline
of the United States and the rise of China—long predicted to occur at
some time during the twenty-first century—had begun. China’s mil-
itary, the beneficiary of double-digit budget increases for more than
a decade, started to grow its ambitions alongside its capabilities. By
the late 2000s, the Chinese leadership had progressed from rhetorically
staking its claims to maritime sovereignty in the East and South China
Seas to using its military prowess to realize them. Sitting at the helm
of a small group of senior officials overseeing these moves in the South
China Sea was Xi Jinping.

China’s economic and foreign policy triumphs notwithstanding, by
the time of Xi’s ascension to power, there was also a growing sense
within the country that significant contradictions had emerged in the
political and economic life of China. The Communist Party had lost its
ideological rationale and, for many of its more than 8o million mem-
bers, the party served as little more than a stepping-stone for personal
political and economic advancement. Corruption—an issue that Xi
put front and center as he moved up the party ranks—was endemic
throughout the party and the economy. And while three decades of
“go-go” economic growth had brought significant economic benefits to

the Chinese people, Beijing had failed to attend to the need for public
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goods such as environmental protection and healthcare. The social wel-
fare net, dismantled along with many of the state-owned enterprises,
had not been fully replaced, and, critically, distribution of social wel-
fare benefits had not kept up with changing work patterns: more than
200 million migrant workers, who toiled in the city’s factories or con-
struction sites, could not legally live, receive medical care, or educate
their children in the cities in which they worked. The number of pop-
ular protests in the country rose to more than 180,000 by 2010. Even
the Chinese economy, while still posting growth rates well beyond
those of any other country, began to slow. A few outlier economists in
China and the West sounded alarm bells about structural weaknesses.
Investment-led growth was taking its toll, contributing to skyrocketing
levels of public and corporate debt. And for all its impressive economic
gains in low-cost manufacturing, China had little to show in the way
of innovation or the development of the service sector, the markers
of the world’s advanced economies. By the time of Xi’s ascension to
the top job, despite a number of noteworthy economic and foreign
policy achievements, the Hu Jintao era had become known as the “lost
decade.” Xi Jinping took power determined to change China’s course.

Charting a New Course

In a 2000 interview in the Chinese journal Zhonghua Ernu, Xi Jinping
then governor of Fujian Province, shared his perspective on leadership.
A new leader, he stated, needed to “continue working on the founda-
tions” laid by his predecessor but at the same time “come in with his
own plans and set an agenda during the first year.” He likened leader-
ship to a relay race, in which a successor has to “receive the baton prop-
erly” and then “run it past the line.”" More than a decade later at his
first press conference in 2012, Xi reiterated the baton analogy, stating
that the responsibility of the party leadership is to “take over the relay
baton passed on to us by history” to achieve the “great renewal of the
Chinese nation.”?

In receiving the baton, however, Xi and his team have set out to
run the race differently from their predecessors—with a distinctive
new strategy and at an accelerated pace. They have moved away from
a collective leadership to elevate Xi as the preeminent leader, deepened
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the role of the Communist Party and state in society and in the
economy, and sought to elevate China’s role in world affairs. Not every-
thing is new. Some of the initiatives, such as the heightened attention
to corruption within the Communist Party and more assertive behavior
in the South and East China Seas, reflect impulses and tendencies that
emerged during the latter stages of Hu's tenure (2007-2012) or even
before. Yet Xi and the rest of the Chinese leadership have amplified
these efforts in ways that have transformed China’s domestic political
landscape and its role on the regional and global stage. (While pro-
vocative actions by China and other claimants in the South China Sea
were commonplace, for example, Beijing’s massive land reclamation
and militarization of the islands in the South China Sea did not begin
until 2014.) In describing China today, dean of Peking University’s
School of International Relations, Jia Qingguo, suggested to me that Xi
Jinping had ushered in the third, thirty years of contemporary Chinese
history—crystallizing my sense that Deng’s “second revolution” had
drawn to a close. Xi Jinping’s “third revolution” was underway.

The Revolution Has Begun

The ultimate objective of Xi’s revolution is his Chinese Dream—the
rejuvenation of the great Chinese nation. As noted earlier, however,
Xi’s predecessors shared this goal as well. What makes Xi’s revolution
distinctive is the strategy he has pursued: the dramatic centralization
of authority under his personal leadership; the intensified penetration
of society by the state; the creation of a virtual wall of regulations and
restrictions that more tightly controls the flow of ideas, culture, and
capital into and out of the country; and the significant projection of
Chinese power. It represents a reassertion of the state in Chinese polit-
ical and economic life at home, and a more ambitious and expansive
role for China abroad.

Opver the course of Xi Jinping’s tenure as CCP general secretary and
president, he has accrued progressively more institutional and personal
power. Unlike his immediate predecessors, he has assumed control of all
the most important leading committees and commissions that oversee
government policy; demanded pledges of personal loyalty from mili-
tary and party leaders; eliminated political rivals through a sweeping
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anticorruption campaign; and adopted the moniker of “core” leader,
which signifies his ultimate authority within a traditionally collective
leadership. By many accounts, Xi is the most powerful leader since Mao
Zedong.

Xi and the rest of the Chinese leadership have also expanded the role
of the state in society and increased the power of the organs of party and
state control. Writing in 2000 about the transition from Mao Zedong
to Deng Xiaoping, China scholar David Shambaugh noted, “If one of
the hallmarks of the Maoist state was the penetration of society, then
the Dengist state was noticeable for its withdrawal. The organizational
mechanisms of state penetration and manipulation were substantially
reduced or dismantled altogether.””® The current Chinese leadership,
however, has launched an aggressive set of reforms that augments rather
than diminishes the party’s role in political, social, and economic life.
For example, while the government welcomes NGOs that help fulfill
the objectives of the Communist Party, advocates for change or those
who seek a greater voice in political life, such as women, labor, or legal
rights activists, increasingly risk detention and prison. Moreover, while
promising a continued opening up of China’s market, the Chinese
leadership has nonetheless moved to support and strengthen the role of
the party and state in the economy.

This enhanced party control also extends to efforts to protect China’s
society and the economy from foreign competition and influence. Xi
Jinping has increasingly constrained the avenues and opportunities by
which foreign ideas, culture, and, in some cases, capital can enter the
country by building a virtual wall of regulatory, legal, and technolog-
ical impediments. Yet the wall is selectively permeable. While progres-
sively less is permitted in, more goes out. Xi has pushed, for example,
to enhance significantly the flow of ideas and influences from China
to the outside world, through the Chinese media, Confucius Institutes
(Chinese government—sponsored language and cultural centers), and
think tanks. Similarly, the Xi government encourages capital targeted
at specific sectors or countries to flow out of China (although at times
restricting the flow of capital to other sectors or countries).

And finally, Xi Jinping’s call for the rejuvenation of the great Chinese
nation has accelerated the nascent shift begun during Hu Jintao’s
tenure to move away from a commitment to maintaining a low profile
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in international affairs to one that actively seeks to shape global norms
and institutions. He has established China’s first overseas military logis-
tics base; taken a significant stake in strategic ports in Europe and Asia;
championed China as a leader in addressing global challenges, such as
climate change; and proposed a number of new trade and security in-
stitutions. Xi seeks to project power in dramatic new ways and reassert
the centrality of China on the global stage.

Many elements of these reforms—the strong drive of the current
Communist Party leadership to control the flow of information or to
exert control over economic actors, for example—and Beijing’s efforts
to be more proactive internationally are hallmarks of various periods
throughout Chinese history. Nonetheless, they run counter to recent
Chinese history. Xi seeks his own model of politics and foreign policy: a
uniquely Chinese model that he believes will deliver his Chinese Dream
and perhaps become a standard bearer for other countries disenchanted
with the American and European models of liberal democracy.

The Third Revolution Takes Hold

To understand the nature and magnitude of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC)’s third revolution, I took a journey through scores of Xi
Jinping’s speeches and commentaries to understand how he prioritized
his agenda for change. The next six chapters, outlined below, reflect
the range of his reform priorities, beginning with the political and
cyber arenas, continuing to a set of economic concerns—innovation,
state-owned enterprises, and the environment—and concluding with
a broad look at Xi’s foreign and security policies. Each chapter explores
how the Chinese leadership has moved forward to advance its object-
ives, as well as the intended and unintended consequences of its new
approach. The final chapter lays out a set of recommendations for the
United States and the international community to cooperate or coor-
dinate with and—when necessary—confront this transforming and
transformative power.

Chapters 2 and 3 explore the centralization of power and the growing
presence of the Communist Party in political life. Chapter 2 focuses
on the real-world applications of Xi Jinping’s transformation of po-
litical institutions and processes—the elevation of his personal power,
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the use of mass campaigns, and the adoption of legal reforms, among
others. Chapter 3, in turn, looks at the parallel world of state—society
relations in the context of the Internet. Over the course of the 2000s,
the Internet became a virtual political world, offering the opportunity
for the blossoming of civil society, wider political commentary, and
enhanced transparency and accountability within the political system.
The current Chinese leadership, however, has used new technological
advances, pressure on Internet companies, and a cyber-army to control
content—both generated domestically and produced outside China.
These measures, along with new Internet regulations, have sharply di-
minished the vibrancy of China’s Internet as a political space.
Chapters 4, 5, and 6 explore three areas at the heart of Xi’s drive to
modernize the economy—state-owned enterprises, innovation, and air
quality. In the economic arena, the Xi-led government earned plaudits
internationally for the bold and extensive reform agenda it outlined in
November 2013 at the Third Plenum of the 18th Party Congress. While
publicly advocating greater market reform and integration with the in-
ternational economy, the Xi-led government is nonetheless maintaining
and even enhancing the role of the party in the economy. It is intervening
aggressively to protect the economy from the vicissitudes of the market,
shielding it from foreign competition, and more actively intervening in
economic decision-making at the firm level. Chapter 4 looks explicitly
at the fate of state-owned enterprise (SOE) reform and reveals that far
from reducing the role of SOEs in the economy and the party’s role in
SOEs, the state has elevated their importance as national champions
and intensified the role of the party in SOE decision-making,.
Innovation, a top priority for the Chinese government, reflects a
more mixed reform picture with both state and market forces playing
important roles. Chapter 5 explores the Chinese government’s efforts to
support the development of an indigenous electric car market and finds
that despite calls for greater competition, the government continues
to protect the industry from foreign competition and to prevent the
market from determining winners and losers through initiatives such
as Made in China 2025. While political and economic support for tar-
geted strategic industries, such as electric cars, provides valuable time
for nascent industries to develop and capture market share, it also puts
at risk the economic efficiencies and drive to innovate that emerge from
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true competition. Even in China’s booming start-up technology sector,
intervention by local governments threatens to keep weak actors alive
while crowding out investment opportunities for potentially stronger
technologies.

Growing societal pressure has vaulted environmental protection to
the top of the Chinese leadership’s agenda. Chapter 6 looks at China’s
economic reform effort through the lens of the leadership’s efforts to
reconcile its desire for continued rapid economic development with
the popular demand for clean air and improved public health. The
leadership has adopted a multifaceted program including traditional
top-down campaigns to control pollution, institutional reform within
the legal and environmental systems, and controlled access for civil so-
ciety through participation in environmental NGOs or other forms of
popular activism. The result has been a mix of success and failure, with
success for some parts of the country earned on the backs of others.
Ultimately, the government’s efforts are hindered in significant measure
by a continued priority on economic growth, poor implementation of
top-down initiatives, and the relaxation of environmental regulations
to accommodate the competing priority of economic development.

Chapter 7 assesses both the form and substance of China’s growing
international political, economic, and security presence, exploring the
new initiatives and institutions put forth by the Chinese leadership to
help transform the country into a global leader. Even as it has worked
to seal off China’s borders from foreign ideas and competition, it has
sought to project Chinese power internationally and to assert itself as
a champion of globalization. It has launched the grand-scale Belt and
Road Initiative (BRI), which, if successful, will link countries in every
region of the world through infrastructure, digital communications,
finance, and culture. In the process, it has the potential to transform
not only trade and investment relations but also international relations
more broadly. It has also promoted a “go out” strategy for Chinese
media, think tanks, and overseas language and cultural institutions to
enhance Chinese soft power. Ultimately, chapter 7 finds that while the
Chinese leadership has adopted policies and established institutions
that have the potential to transform China into a global leader, the
content of these initiatives lags behind. Moreover, Xi Jinpings efforts to
seal off China’s borders from foreign ideas and economic competition



(c) ketabton.com: The Digital Library
INTRODUCTION 15

have engendered criticism in the international community and further
undermined the country’s ability to lay claim to global leadership.

The final chapter explores several implications of Xi Jinping’s reform
efforts for the United States. It proposes recommendations for how the
United States can best advance its interests in the era of Xi Jinping’s
China, including strengthening the economic and political pillars of
U.S. policy toward Asia, leveraging Xi Jinping’s ambition, adopting
standards of reciprocity, coordinating policies with allies, and ensuring
China lives up to its stated commitments to international leadership,
among others.

Broader Lessons of the Third Revolution

Taken together, these chapters provide a deeper understanding of how
Xi’s model is taking root and transforming Chinese political and ec-
onomic life. They also offer several broader insights into the changes
underway and their implications for the rest of the world.

First, the Xi-led leadership is playing a long game. The government’s
preference for control rather than competition—both in the eco-
nomic and political realms—often yields policy outcomes that ap-
pear suboptimal in the near term but have longer strategic value. By
enhancing the role of the state and diminishing the role of the market
in the political and economic system, as well as by seeking to limit
the influence of foreign ideas and economic competition, the lead-
ership has deprived itself of important feedback mechanisms from
the market, civil society, and international actors. Xi’s centralization
of power and anticorruption campaign, for example, while affording
him greater personal decision-making authority, have actually con-
tributed to slower decision-making at the top, increasing paralysis at
local levels of governance, and lower rates of economic growth. Yet,
Chinese leaders tolerate the inefficiencies generated by nonmarket ac-
tivitcy—such as a slow-processing Internet or money-losing SOEs—
not only because they generally contribute to their political power
but also because they afford them the luxury of longer-term strategic
investments. Thus, the government encourages SOEs to undertake
investments in high-risk economies (that no other country or mul-
tinational would support) in support of its BRI. Decisions that may
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appear irrational in the context of liberal political systems and market-
based economies in the near term thus often possess a longer-term
strategic logic within China.

Second, Xi’s centralization of power and growing control over infor-
mation mean it is difficult to assess the degree of real consensus within
China over the leaders’ policy direction. While less robust than during
previous times, wide-ranging debate within the Chinese scholarly and
official circles over the merits of many of the regime’s current policies
continues. A significant drop in the amount of foreign direct investment
flowing into the country—attributed by a number of Chinese scholars at
least in part to the anticorruption campaign—for example, has contrib-
uted to consternation in policymaking circles and calls for change in the
nature of the anticorruption drive. The growing penetration of the state
in economic and political life has raised concerns among many of China’s
wealthiest and most talented, prompting them to seck refuge for their
capital and families abroad. Even Xi’s signature BRI has produced critical
commentary from Chinese scholars and business leaders, who are con-
cerned about the lack of economic rationale for many of the proposed in-
vestments. More dramatically, there are indications of dissent within the
top echelons of the Communist Party. In the lead-up to the 19th Party
Congtess in October 2017, at which Xi Jinping was formally re-selected
as CCP general secretary, rising political star Sun Zhengcai was purged
on grounds of corruption and then accused of plotting against Xi person-
ally. It is also plausible that the bold—or in some cases extreme—nature
of Xi’s initiatives may over time produce an equally strong opposition
coalition within China calling for a moderation of his policies.

Third, Xi’s ambition for China to reclaim its greatness on the global
stage offers both new opportunities for collaboration and new chal-
lenges for the outside world. In some cases, Chinese interests and those
of the rest of the world largely overlap. Thus, a number of China’s ini-
tiatives, such as the BRI and Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank,
offer important opportunities for Chinese businesses, while providing
significant new public goods for the rest of the world. Moreover, there
is a clear opportunity for actors in and outside China to leverage Xi’s
ambition for greater Chinese leadership to do more than it might
otherwise. On issues as wide-ranging as Ebola, climate change, and
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proliferation, Xi Jinping’s desire for China to be a leader in a globalized
world has required the country to undertake a greater degree of polit-
ical and often financial commitment than it has previously assumed.
In other words, the rest of the world can challenge China to match its
rhetorical commitment to globalization and international leadership
with its actions on the ground.

At the same time, a more ambitious China is also producing greater
potential for conflict in areas such as operations in the South China Sea
or over the sovereignty of Taiwan. As China proposes and establishes
new international institutions and plays a larger role in established or-
ganizations, how it will exercise its growing influence also becomes a
question of central importance. Thus far, the results are mixed: in some
cases, China appears to uphold traditional norms, while in others it
seeks to pervert or even break with established precedent to realize its
own advantage.

Finally, the greatest emerging challenge—and the one least well un-
derstood—exists at the intersection of China’s dual-reform trajectories.
China is an illiberal state secking leadership in a liberal world order.
The importance of China’s domestic political and economic system for
the rest of the world has never been greater. At one time, the interna-
tional community might have viewed Chinese human rights practices
as a primarily domestic political issue—albeit one that many observers
cared deeply about; now, however, issues of Chinese governance are
front and center in the country’s foreign policy. China exports not only
its labor and environmental practices through investment but also its
political values through a growing foreign media presence, Confucius
Institutes, and—in some cases—government-afhiliated student organi-
zations. Yet China sharply constrains opportunities for foreign cultural,
media, and civil society actors to engage with Chinese citizens. With
its growing economic and political power, China increasingly takes ad-
vantage of the political and economic openness of other countries while
not providing these countries with the same opportunities to engage
within China. Even as its SOEs take majority stakes in mines, ports, oil
fields, and electric grids across the world, it prohibits other countries’
multinationals from doing the same in China. Addressing this partic-
ular challenge requires understanding the new China model within the
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context of a globalized world. It is a combination that provides China
with new levers of influence and power that others will have to learn to
exploit and counter in order to protect and advance their own interests.

Will Xi Succeed?

Does Xi’s third revolution have staying power? There is no compel-
ling evidence that Xi’s revolution is in danger of being reversed, and
the outcomes of the 19th Party Congress suggest that his consolidation
of power and mandate for change have only been strengthened. Xi’s
theoretical contribution to the socialist canon—*Xi Jinping Thought
on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era’—was en-
shrined in the Constitution in a manner previously granted only to
Mao Zedong; both Xi’s name and the word “thought” were attached
to his ideas. Xi also avoided naming his successor as general secretary;
this marked a break in a twenty-five-year CCP tradition and was widely
interpreted as leaving open the possibility that Xi would be reselected
as general secretary in 2022. Finally, Xi filled the top positions in the
Communist Party—the PBSC and the Politburo—with his supporters.
By one count, as many as four of the seven members of the PBSC, not
including Xi Jinping himself, and eighteen of the twenty-five Politburo
members are allies of Xi.!

An air of triumphalism also permeated Xi’s three-and-a-half-hour
Party Congress speech as he reported on the accomplishments of the
previous five years, noting that China was at a “new historic juncture.”
He asserted that China has “stood up, grown rich, and is becoming
strong.” For the first time, Xi also raised the prospect that China
could serve as a model of development for other countries by utilizing
“Chinese wisdom” and a “Chinese approach to solving problems.””

In fact, Xi has made significant progress toward achieving his Chinese
Dream: doubling incomes by 2020 and recapturing China’s historic
centrality and greatness in the international system. And the priorities
he has laid out for his next five-year term are overwhelmingly the same
he has pursued to date: fighting corruption, addressing environmental
challenges, pressing forward on economic reform and growth, and en-
suring that the party and its ideals are fully and deeply embedded in
Chinese political and economic life.
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Nonetheless, as the next chapters illuminate, all of his reform pri-
orities face significant and, in some cases, growing contradictions. We
should be alert to the potential of discontent coalescing into a significant
political challenge. Certainly, comparative history is not on Xi Jinping’s
side. Despite a rollback of democracy in some parts of the world, all the
major economies of the world—save China—are democracies.

The primary message of this book, however, is that we must deal
with China as it is today. The strategic direction of Xi’s leadership is
evident and is exerting a profound impact on Chinese political and ec-
onomic life and on the country’s international presence. Much of the
world remains ill-prepared to understand and navigate these changes.
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Heart of Darkness

IN JANUARY 2013, GUANGDONG Province propaganda head Tuo Zhen
took his censor’s pen to the annual New Year’s editorial of Southern
Weekend (Nanfang Zhoumo, ¥ J3 JAIK). The newspaper is renowned
as one of the two or three most investigative and forward leaning
in the country,' and the editorial, “China’s Dream, the Dream of
Constitutionalism” (Zhongguo meng, xianzheng meng, ' [E %, 52 E )
was a clever play off of the new CCP General Secretary Xi
Jinping’s Chinese Dream narrative. Instead of calling for a robust
Communist Party at the forefront of the political system, how-
ever, it advocated political reform and constitutionalism. There
was little chance that Tuo would approve such a title. Although
he had been an award-winning journalist in his earlier years, he
had long traded in his investigative eye in favor of a political ca-
reer. He had risen through the ranks first of the Economic Daily
(Jingji Ribao, 27 H#R) and later of the state-run Xinhua news
service before assuming the position in Guangdong, earning a rep-
utation for toeing the party line along the way.? In fact, by the time
the editorial reached Tuo’s desk, the title of the piece had already
undergone a significant edit: Southern Weekend's editor had preemp-
tively softened the title to read “Dreams Are Our Promise of What
Ought to Be Done” (Mengxiang shi women duiying ran zhi shi de
chengnuo, B AEZ TN TR NIIR Z A )% But Tuo, reflecting the
new mood in Beijing, changed the title yet again to “We Are Closer
Than Ever Before to Our Dreams” (Women bi renhe shihou dou geng

20
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Jjiejin mengxiang,ﬁmttfifﬂﬁﬁfﬁé%ﬁ%fiﬁ@%&) and removed all
references to any politically sensitive topics.*

As news of Tuo’s censorship spread online, students at Guangdong
Province’s prestigious Sun Yat-sen University drafted a petition that
read: “Our yielding and our silence has not brought a return of our
freedom. Quite the opposite, it has brought the untempered intrusion
and infiltration of rights by power.” The protest went viral, and several
popular national personalities adopted the cause. Well-known race car
driver and cultural blogger Han Han wrote: “They grab you by your
collar, clamp you by the neck, yet at the same time encourage you to
run faster, sing better, and win them more honor.” Fashion and media
mogul Hung Huang spread the word to her millions of microblog fol-
lowers that Tuo’s actions undermined the reformist credibility of the
new Communist Party leadership. The virtual protest also assumed a
physical reality, with a few hundred protestors demonstrating in front
of Southern Weekend’s owner, the Southern Media Group, calling for
freedom of speech and criticizing censorship.® In retaliation, party of-
ficials fired several Southern Weekend journalists and editors and closed
their microblog accounts.”

Censors in Beijing were facing a similar problem. China through
the Ages (Yanhuang Chungqiu, R EFFK), the monthly Beijing-based
journal, had also published a New Year’s article attacking the party
for not adhering to the principles of freedom of speech and an in-
dependent judiciary—rights, the editorial argued, enshrined in the
Chinese constitution.® The journal had a degree of political protection.
Over the course of its more than twenty-year history, many former
senior party officials and intellectuals had used it as a forum to publish
pieces calling for political reform. Moreover, the journal’s deputy pub-
lisher, Hu Dehua, was the son of Hu Yaobang, the renowned political
reformer and CCP general secretary from 1982 until 1987, when he was
forced to resign.? Its political pedigree notwithstanding, within days,
the journal’s editors were notified that the Ministry of Industry and
Information Technology had taken away the license for its website."

The censors’ crackdowns on Southern Weekend and China Through
the Ages were among the first signs of a shifting political wind. The new
Chinese leadership was on the cusp of launching a set of far-reaching
political reforms designed to strengthen the role of the Communist
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Party and party values throughout the Chinese polity. In the fight to
reclaim the legitimacy of the party, there was no room for alternative
voices and perspectives, particularly those that reflected Western ideals.
Leading the charge was CCP General Secretary Xi Jinping, who left
little doubt that he planned to set a new political tone and agenda for
the country. His message of change—like those that would later sweep
through parts of Europe and the United States—was imbued with a na-
tionalist fervor that diminished the value of foreign ideas and influences
and a populist call to action that promised to advance the interests of
the broader citizenry against the entitled elites. Implicit in his message
was also the idea that Xi alone was suited to lead China on the path to
reclaim its greatness. What soon emerged was a full-scale onslaught on
the country’s formal and informal political institutions: top-down cam-
paigns to root out corruption, to reaffirm the core values of the CCP
in party members, and to eliminate the influence of Western ideas in
Chinese society, as well as efforts to reform the legal system to serve the
party’s interests more effectively. One of the new general secretary’s first
orders of business, however, was breaking free of the bonds of China’s
system of collective leadership and establishing himself as the preemi-
nent Chinese leader.

Xi at the Core

In September 2016, I jokingly suggested to a visiting Chinese scholar
that perhaps Xi would stay in office beyond 2022, informally under-
stood as the preordained end date of his tenure. While the scholar at
first rejected the notion, he then laughingly noted that such a situation
might in fact come to pass as Xi had “learned a lot from Mao Zedong,”
the implication being that Xi, like Mao, would not allow himself to be
constrained by party rules or practice. Xi’s decision at the 19th Party
Congress to avoid designating a clear successor as party general sec-
retary, as many had anticipated, suggests that it may not be far from
the truth. Although Xi prefers to view himself in the mode of Deng
Xiaoping, the revered patron of China’s reform and opening up, others
in China are quick to make analogies between Xi’s governing style and
that of Mao, the ruthless revolutionary, who launched a continual
stream of political campaigns to cleanse the party and systematically
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and relentlessly punished his political adversaries in the name of serving
the people.

Xi has emerged as the descendant of both Mao and Deng. Like
both these revolutionary leaders—and unlike his immediate predeces-
sors Hu Jintao and Jiang Zemin—Xi has amassed significant authority
over virtually all policy. Pushing aside decades of institutionalized col-
lective decision-making that acknowledged the general secretary of the
CCP and president of the country as first among equals, Xi Jinping,
like Mao before him, has established himself as simply first. He has
used political institutions and political culture to centralize power in
his own hands." Institutionally, he has created and assumed the chair-
manship of several new, small leading groups and commissions within
the top leadership, including leading groups on “Comprehensively

13

Deepening Reform,” cybersecurity,'? and military reform," as well as a

National Security Commission,'

among others. These leading groups
and commissions allow him to manage and coordinate the overall di-
rection of the most important policy arenas. In addition, each leading
group has its own staff, providing Xi a powerbase distinct from that
of the broader governmental bureaucracy. In some instances, such as
that of the leading group on deepening reform, his chairmanship di-
rectly circumvents the power of other top officials, in this case Premier
Li Keqiang, who is nominally in charge of economic policy for the
country.”

Xi’s emerging institutional power is complemented by his elevation
in status in October 2016 to the core, or hexin (1%/[>), of the political
leadership.!® Beginning in January 2016, mentions of Xi as the core
became more frequent, as one provincial leader after another began to
refer to Xi as the core, and party newspapers began to raise the issue of
“emulative consciousness” with reference to Xi.”” In Sichuan Province,
for example, the party secretary hosted a meeting of the provincial
standing committee in which emphasis was placed on protecting the
core leadership position of Xi Jinping."® In late October 2016, at the
Fifth Plenum of the 18th Party Congress, the most notable announce-
ment was that, moving forward, Xi Jinping would be recognized as
the core of the Communist Party. The enshrinement of “Xi Jinping
Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era” at
the 19th Party Congress one year later further enhanced Xi’s standing
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by granting his ideas the same status as those of Mao in the party
constitution.

The CCP’s Propaganda Department—or Publicity Department,
as it is sometimes called—and state-run media have also cultivated
a political image of Xi as both admirable and approachable. A song-
writer captured Xi’s visit to a pork bun restaurant—where he dis-
played his common person characteristics by waiting in line with
everyone else—in a Peking-opera-style verse."” Articles referred to
Xi as Xi Dada (translated as “Uncle Xi” or “Big Daddy Xi”) and a
video, “Xi Dada loves Peng Mama” highlighted Xi’s relationship with
his wife Peng Liyuan,? while another song advised, “If you want to
marry, marry someone like Xi Dada” (yao jia jiu jia xi dada zheyang de
ren, BARHILIG > K ARIXFER) ). 2 Stories of Xi’s selfless service during
his time in a small village in the Cultural Revolution and pictures of
his return there after becoming president of the country cemented his
image as a powerful leader, who nonetheless is a man of the people.?* As
one Western observer noted, Xi is portrayed as a “tireless, self-sacrificing
servant of the people and of their revolutionary project.”* Some older
Chinese, however, are wary of the intense adulation of Xi. It reminds
them of the personality cult that developed around Mao. As Beijing-
based commentator Zhang Lifan said, “Xi is directing a building-god
campaign, and he is the god.”**

One frequently offered rationale for Xi’s consolidation of power is that
it is necessary to clean up the party and push economic reform. Jinan
University professor Chen Dingding argues along these lines: “Who
has power is less important than who can accomplish what with power.
There is nothing wrong with one leader holding multiple titles as long
as this leader can get things done. And President Xi is getting things
done in China.”® Qutside China as well, analysts suggest that Xi’s
centralization of power is beneficial to the reform effort, contending
that too much decentralization has allowed the provinces to pursue
unsustainable fiscal policies and that corruption has created networks
of officials and businesspeople unwilling to implement reforms. From
that perspective, Xi is trying to address the challenges these networks
pose to China’s future economic growth, and once Xi finishes cleaning
up the system, China will be on the right path.?® Xi’s public support

and power consolidation could also help him in other areas. China
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scholar Cheng Li believes that Xi’s backing among the military and
elsewhere will allow him to focus on economic reform at home and put
aside foreign disputes or tensions that might develop alongside the rise
of ultra-nationalism in the country.?” Li’s prediction, however, may be
overly optimistic. China’s often fractious relations with its neighbors
such as Japan, Vietnam, South Korea, and India offer little indication
that Xi Jinping has adopted a more compromising approach to regional
security affairs in order to focus his attention on domestic economic
concerns.

Many Chinese reject such an analysis, believing that Xi’s centrali-
zation of power is in good measure a self-serving one. Moreover, they
argue, it raises several challenges for the Chinese policy process. Advisors
have reported that bottlenecks in decision-making are frequent. As one
senior official commented, “No decisions can be made when Xi Jinping
travels, and Xi travels a lot.” Even more telling is the warning by Deng
Xiaoping in 1980 concerning the dangers of too great a concentration
of power: “Over-concentration of power is liable to give rise to arbitrary
rule by individuals at the expense of collective leadership . . . There is a
limit to anyone’s knowledge, experience, and energy. If a person holds
too many posts at the same time, he will find it difficult to come to
grips with the problems in his work and more important, he will block
the way for other more suitable comrades to take up leading posts.”*

Make New Friends but Keep the Old

Xi’s institutional power at the very top of the political hierarchy is
important for his ability to set the political and economic agenda for
the country. It does not, however, automatically grant him the per-
sonal loyalties or the broad-based institutional or popular support he
needs to realize his ambitions. Like all Chinese leaders, he has tried
to strengthen his hold on power by promoting officials he trusts to
important positions. Most significantly, at the 19th Party Congress,
Xi successfully maneuvered three trusted allies—his de facto chief-of-
staff Li Zhanshu, his top foreign policy strategist and advisor on Party
Theory Wang Huning, and head of the organization department (re-
sponsible for personnel appointments) Zhao Leji—into three of the
seven places on the PBSC.
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Xi has also moved many of his associates from his days as party sec-
retary in Zhejiang into important positions. Several now serve on the
staffs of the central leading groups that Xi chairs.” Others, such as
Huang Kunming, who serves as the Publicity Department’s executive
deputy director,’® Chen Min'er, who is party secretary in powerhouse
Chongging, and Li Qiang, who serves as party secretary in Jiangsu
Province,” have become powerful leaders in their own right. Along
with Xi Jinping’s top economic advisor Liu He, whom Xi knew from
a young age,* all three of these Zhejiang associates were promoted
into the Politburo (the political body immediately subordinate to the
PBSC) at the 19th Party Congress.

Xi also has undertaken significant reform of the People’s Liberation
Army (PLA), altering traditional power bases in the process. He trans-
formed four powerful general departments into fifteen functional depart-
ments (including the original four). The General Office of the Central
Military Commission (CMC)—a commission that Xi heads—is the
most prominent and gives Xi more direct control over the military.*> He
also raised the stature of the air force and navy, making them bureaucrat-
ically equal to the army, and separated the rocket force and strategic sup-
port force from the army.> While there is an undeniable security logic
to elevating the air force and navy given China’s far-flung trade and eco-
nomic interests—as well as its claims to the vast maritime domain in the
East and South China Seas—the creation of new commands enabled Xi
to elevate his allies. Many of those promoted to newly created leadership
positions after the military reforms were directly linked to Xi Jinping.®

One of Xi Jinping’s most significant efforts to stack the political
deck in his favor was his attack on the Communist Youth League
(CYL), the institution that has given rise to many of his political
competitors. The CYL, which boasts 87 million members ages four-
teen to twenty-eight, has long served as a training ground for the
party’s elite who are not “princelings” (the descendants of high-
ranking revolutionary Chinese leaders such as Xi Jinping himself).
Top leaders Li Keqiang and Wang Yang, for example, are both prod-
ucts of the CYL. (Often understood as more politically open than
Xi and his supporters, neither has typically been considered closely
aligned with Xi Jinping.) In 2016, a two-month inspection by the
Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI) of the
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CYL concluded with criticism of the Youth League for its “aristocratic
tendencies.”®® The party moved to reduce the Youth League’s budget
to less than half that of the previous year,’” and closed the undergrad-
uate division of the CYL-directed China Youth University of Political
Studies.?®

Xi’s efforts to establish his allies in significant political positions and
to reform institutional pillars of political power initially considered
outside his grasp, such as the PLA and CYL, demonstrate his growing
political influence. At the same time, these moves, while critically im-
portant, are dwarfed in magnitude by his push to reform the entirety
of the CCP and its relationship to the Chinese people. This reform of
the CCP is the centerpiece of Xi’s first five years in office, and he has
launched a number of campaigns, including the well-publicized anti-
corruption campaign, to develop a more “virtuous” class of party ofh-
cials that is both loyal to the Communist Party and more responsive to
the Chinese people.

“Virtues Are Central, Punishment Supplements Them”
(dezhuxingfu, T&F JH%H)

—Xi Jinping quoting Han dynasty political philosopher Dong Zhongshu®

The corruption of government officials is deeply embedded in Chinese
political culture. It has appeared throughout Chinese history as a
source of significant public resentment and a contributing factor to
the decline and collapse of many Chinese dynasties.** New emperors
often began their reign preaching the need for clean governance and
taking steps to root out the corruption of their predecessors. Imperial
governments adopted legal codes and systems of penalties to deter
corruption: During the Western Zhou dynasty (1046—771 BCE), for
example, the Criminal Code of the Duke of Lii included punishment
for taking bribes; the Tang code introduced penalties for a range of
official abuses, such as “robbery, larceny, taking bribes and perverting
the law, taking bribes without perverting the law, receiving tribute
from subordinates and people in one’s jurisdiction, and receiving
improper gifts from people out of one’s jurisdiction™'; and during
the Qing dynasty—in which the sale of offices became a significant
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problem*?—the imperial rulers attempted to improve the moral
quality and competency of bureaucrats through meritocratic exams,
a system other dynasties had also pursued.” As Yin Huiyi, the Qing
governor of Henan between 1737 and 1739, proclaimed, “an official
who has been appointed to a post should, first and foremost, remain
pure . . . No matter whether his rank is lofty or humble, in the end,
incorruptibility should be his most precious jewel.”# When all else
failed, emperors might also rely on a vast system of internal surveil-
lance to keep officials in line.®

Despite such efforts, corruption blossomed. Ofhicials enforced legal
standards selectively, when it was politically expedient to do so. The
prosecution of an official was often “less a function of ‘justice’ than it
was of politics.”4® Oftentimes, too, the officials who were responsible for
enforcing anticorruption laws instead participated in corrupt practices.

Little changed with the advent of communist rule in 1949.
Corruption—and the Communist Party’s attempts to address it
through anticorruption campaigns—became a staple of political life
in the People’s Republic of China from the inception of the new state.
Mao Zedong’s first anticorruption campaign, launched in 1951, netted
107,830 charges against government or party officials for embezzlement
of amounts over 1,000 yuan.” Mao launched repeated, often unpre-
dictable, anticorruption campaigns in search of “tigers” (those who
were engaged in highly lucrative corruption), as well as “fleas” (lower-
level corrupt officials). He stated famously: “The more graft cases that
are exposed, the happier I am. Have you ever caught fleas on your
body? The more you catch, the more pleased you are.”*

Subsequent CCP leaders continued to try to address the chal-
lenge through additional campaigns, as well as through new regu-
lations and laws, including the Criminal Law of 1979 and a revised
version in 1997.% Yet the Chinese political system was ill-equipped
to follow through on the promise of the laws. It lacked the trans-
parency and independence from political influence that effective law
enforcement typically demands. And as Claremont McKenna pro-
fessor Minxin Pei has illuminated in his study of crony capitalism, an
entrenched network of personal political and economic ties among
officials and businesspeople provided little hope that the problem



(c) ketabton.com: The Digital Library
HEART OF DARKNESS 29

would be adequately addressed.”® Communist Party General Secretary
Hu Jintao, in a July 2011 speech at the CCP’s ninetieth anniversary,
offered a stark assessment of the state of corruption in the Communist
Party: “If corruption does not get solved effectively, the party will lose
the people’s trust and support.” He also warned that unchecked cor-
ruption could “deal a body blow to the party and even lead to the col-
lapse of the party and country.”>

Corruption Takes Center Stage

There was little to distinguish Xi Jinping’s call to fight corruption
from that of his predecessors, at least initially. Upon his selection as
general secretary, Xi echoed Hu Jintao’s remarks concerning the signif-
icant threat corruption posed to the future of the party and suggested
a renewed and reinvigorated effort to address the challenge.” Yet Xi
brought something more to the table. From 2008 to 2012, he had led
the effort within the top leadership to strengthen the party;** he had a
demonstrated commitment to fighting corruption; and he knew better
than most the extent of the challenge.”® The campaign Xi launched at
the outset of his tenure was thus more personal, more profound, and
more political than that of any previous general secretary since Mao
Zedong.

As Xi Jinping rose through the ranks of the party, no issue seemed to
command more heartfelt attention and comment from Xi than corrup-
tion. He raised the issue directly during his time as an official in Fujian
Province in the late 1990s and early 2000s, stating in an interview in
2000 with a party newspaper:

If you go into politics to make a career, you must give up any thought
of personal advantages. That is out of the question. An official may
not through a long career have achieved very great things, but at least
he has not put something up his sleeve. He is upright. In a political
career you can never go for personal advantages or promotion. It is
just like that. It can’t be done. These are the rules . . . you should not
go into politics if you wish to become wealthy. In that case you will
inevitably become a corrupt and filthy official. A corrupt official with
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a bad reputation who will always be afraid of being arrested, and who
must envisage having a bad posthumous reputation.>

As party secretary in Zhejiang Province, his signature issue was
anticorruption;”” and in 2007, Xi’s selection as Shanghai party sec-
retary to replace Chen Liangyu—who was at the center of a pen-
sion fund scandal involving hundreds of millions of dollars—was
widely believed to be a testament to Xi’s incorruptibility.”® As ge-
neral secretary, Xi’s selection of the highly respected and talented
vice-premier Wang Qishan to lead the first five years of the cam-
paign through the CCDI further underscored the importance of
the campaign to Xi.”’

The all-encompassing nature of the anticorruption campaign Xi
has undertaken also distinguished his effort from those that preceded
it. With more than 800,000 full- and part-time officials committed
to working on the campaign,®® Xi has sought to eliminate through
regulation even the smallest opportunities for officials to abuse their
position. Regulations now govern how many cars officials may own,
the size of their homes, and whether they are permitted secretaries.®!
Other rules cover the number of days officials are permitted to travel
and the number of courses that may be served at a business dinner.
Golf club memberships are now banned.®? The campaign has also left
no part of the Chinese bureaucracy and economy untouched. More
than 170 senior officials,* including a former member of the PBSC,
Zhou Yongkang; a top aide to President Hu Jintao, Ling Jihua; top
military officials;®* senior SOE executives in the energy, resources,

%6 a5 well as ministers, such as the

media,® and railways industries;
former minister of railways®” and head of the National Bureau of
Statistics,°® have been detained, formally arrested, and/or prosecuted
and jailed.

Nor has the campaign waned after the first year or two. Anticorruption
campaigns directed by previous Chinese leaders typically concluded
within a year or two of their inception and then relaunched after a
period of a year or more. Xi Jinping signaled a different intent almost
immediately upon assuming office: “The key is to repeatedly stress the
fight against corruption and make a long-term commitment. We must

solidify our resolve, ensure that all cases of corruption are investigated
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and prosecuted, and that all instances of graft are rectified.” He pressed
further: “The issue of working style is in no sense a small one. If mis-
conduct is not corrected but allowed to run rampant, it will build an
invisible wall between our party and the people. As a result, our party
will lose its base, lifeblood and strength.”® Five years later, in his speech
before the 19th Party Congress, he reinforced his commitment to the
anticorruption campaign claiming: “The people resent corruption
most; and corruption is the greatest threat our Party faces.” He further
indicated that the party would take the fight to “people’s doorsteps”
with a new system of discipline inspection for local party committees.”

The numbers suggest that the current anticorruption campaign has
not faltered (see figure 2.1). In the first year alone, the number of pun-
ishments jumped by approximately 37 percent compared with the an-
nual average from the previous five years.”! Between the start of the
campaign and the end of 2014, over 400,000 officials were disciplined
and more than 200,000 prosecuted in courts.”” In 2015, the anticor-
ruption campaign disciplined more than 300,000 officials, 200,000 of
whom were given “light punishment” and an additional 80,000 who
received harsher punishment.”? In 2016, the number of cadres disci-
plined for graft exceeded 400,000. The conviction rate for those pros-
ecuted remained steady—around 99 percent.”
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FIGURE 2.1 Number of Party Cadres Disciplined for Graft from 2011

to 2016
Source: Central Commission for Discipline Inspection Annual Reports
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Xi Jinping also has drafted the international community to assist
in his anticorruption campaign through “Operation Foxhunt” and
“Operation Skynet.” Under the auspices of Operation Foxhunt, Beijing
sent over fifty police teams abroad to work in conjunction with Chinese
overseas missions and domestic law enforcement in various countries.””
Other countries have generally been supportive of China’s efforts, al-
though Australia and the United States complained in 2015 when they
discovered that China had been deploying undercover Chinese agents
without their permission. Operation Skynet, launched in 2015, tar-
gets not only fugitives from China but also the people and organiza-
tions that assist them. It represents a combined effort by the Ministry
of Public Security (MPS), the Supreme People’s Procuratorate, the
People’s Bank of China, and the Central Organization Department of
the CCP (the last helps with overseeing officials’ private passports).”®
By the end of its first year, the Skynet campaign had returned an im-
pressive 1,023 Chinese businesspeople and repatriated $461.5 million in
assets;’” and in 2016, an additional 1,032 fugitives were returned along
with $347 million in assets.”® Nonetheless, these numbers represent a
small fraction of the estimated 18,000 officials and $120 billion in assets
that fled China from 1990 through 2011.”?

Campaign Contradictions

By several measures, the anticorruption campaign has been very ef-
fective. The sale of luxury items, such as watches, jewelry, leather goods,
and liquor, has fallen dramatically, as have expenses for catering and
high-end hotels.® In 2015, the Ministry of Finance reported that the
government underspent the budget it had allotted officials for over-
seas travel, entertainment, and cars.®! The campaign is also widely pop-
ular among Chinese citizens. That same year, the CCDI received more
than 2.8 million tips from the Chinese public concerning corruption.®?
Moreover, Chinese public opinion surveys suggest that the campaign is
a significant source of popular support for Xi himself. 8

Nonetheless, the campaign has also given rise to a range of both short-
and long-term challenges. At one level, it raises questions concerning
the very essence of the party’s system of nomenklatura, the process by
which officials are selected and promoted. Prominent Chinese venture
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capitalist Eric X. Li argues that the party succeeds above all because it
is meritocratic. In his estimation, the Organization Department of the
CCP is able to cull the cream of the crop from the party’s more than
80 million members by continuously evaluating officials’ performance,
interviewing other officials and people, and so forth, to ascertain who are
the most talented and competent. Somewhat provocatively, Li asserted,
“A person with [U.S. President] Barack Obama’s pre-presidential pro-
fessional experience would not even be the manager of a small county
in China’s system.”®* Li claims that the CCP’s adaptability, system of
meritocracy, and legitimacy with the Chinese people will enable the
country to meet its challenges with “dynamism and resilience.”® He
suggests that when policies do not work, as in the cases of the Great
Leap Forward and Cultural Revolution, the party self-corrects as it did
with Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms.

Yet as MIT professor Yasheng Huang notes in his critique of Li’s
argument, the narrative is not as seamless as Li portrays. Of the six
top leaders of the CCP during 1949 to 2012, two were pushed out,
and one fell from power and served fifteen years under house arrest
until his death. In addition, the self-correction to which Li refers in the
cases of the Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution happened
only after the deaths of millions of Chinese citizens at the hands of the
party.®® Moreover, the rampant corruption within the party that Xi is
attempting to address includes the widespread buying and selling of
offices in the National People’s Congress (NPC), as well as a demon-
strable willingness on the part of local officials to flout laws and regula-
tions for personal profit, suggesting that a system of meritocracy is not
yet well entrenched.

Somewhat paradoxically, Chinese opinion surveys suggest that while
the anticorruption campaign is popular, it also enhances the sense among
the Chinese people that corruption is a deep and endemic problem.?”
The more the party focuses its attention and resources on the challenge,
the greater the concern of the Chinese people. In addition, removing
corrupt high-level officials, while popular in the short run, does little to
address the real issue for many in China, which is improving the lives of
the poor by tackling issues such as price levels, wealth distribution, and
educational opportunities. Thus, the campaign may well not achieve a
central objective of Xi, which is to legitimize the Communist Party.®®
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The political nature of the campaign also affects the degree of le-
gitimacy the campaign ultimately achieves within the Chinese public.
During December 2012 through 2014, more than twenty of the forty-
four officials at the vice-ministerial level or higher whom the CCDI had
removed had close ties or financial connections with Zhou Yongkang,
considered one of Xi’s most formidable political adversaries.®” Moreover,
according to one study, very few officials from Zhejiang and Fujian
Provinces, where Xi has spent much of his career, have been targeted for
corruption.”® A 2016 quantitative study of corruption in China by John
Grifhin, Clark Liu, and Tao Shu further found that firms where top ofhi-
cials attended the same universities as national leaders have a decreased
likelihood of being investigated.”

The potential for a political backlash is yet another cause for con-
cern for Xi and his supporters. The campaign has produced pockets
of highly discontented officials: retired leaders whose power has
been diminished, officials and businesspeople who are frustrated
92

with new spending restrictions,”” and legal officials and political
reformers who are concerned about the lack of transparency and
the rule of law in the way the anticorruption campaign is being
prosecuted.”

Strikingly, the campaign may not be addressing some of the more
significant sources of corruption. Griffin, Liu, and Shu’s research also
demonstrates that among the 150 firms (including 130 SOEs) they
investigated, of ten measures of possible firm corruption, only one—
business entertainment expenditure—demonstrated any significant
change after the onset of the anticorruption campaign.”*

Of greatest concern to Chinese officials, however, are the costs the
campaign may exact on political efficacy and economic growth. In
March 2015, the Shanxi party secretary announced that the province
had yet to replace nearly three hundred officials who had been removed
as a result of graft investigations.”” In a similar vein, the head of a well-
known multinational headquartered in Shanghai commented to me
that as one official after another was arrested in the energy sector, it
was often unclear whom he should contact for business.”® Officials
who remain in power are often paralyzed by their concern that green-
lighting new projects or undertaking new reforms will draw unwanted
attention. Some have reportedly started avoiding entrepreneurs and
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are refusing to move forward on projects,”

even stopping bidding for
projects midstream. Ofhicials are uncertain about the changing rules
and restrictions and fear that they will be caught on the wrong side
of a new regulation.”® One of China’s leading corruption researchers,
Beihang University professor Ren Jianming, noted, “Many local gov-
ernment officials are reluctant to do their jobs at the moment, afraid
of being punished for making wrong decisions.”®” Premier Li Kegiang
has acknowledged that many big projects and investment initiatives are
not being completed and has admonished local officials for their inac-
tion: “Some officials are taking a wait-and-see attitude, being reluctant
to implement major policies of the central government, and not caring
about their own political achievements.”®® Overall, this slowdown in
economic activity, when coupled with the clampdown on luxury goods
and activities, cost China an estimated 1 to 1.5 percent of its annual
GDP during 2014 and 2015.!”!

Despite the costs, reforms to the anticorruption campaign are
underway that suggest the campaign will only grow in scope, including
a new network of supervisory commissions that will oversee anticorrup-
tion charges against not just party members but all state employees. And
while party officials tout the planned introduction of a new detention
system /iuzhi, which they claim will avoid the abuses of the previous se-
cretive shuanggui system, critics claim that the continued denial of legal
representation to the accused means that the new system is unlikely to

result in a more transparent or fair process for corruption suspects.'”

Down to the Masses

The anticorruption campaign is only one of several campaigns Xi has
launched to strengthen the party and deepen the party’s relationship to
Chinese society. He has mobilized the party to fortify the moral character
of party members, inculcate socialist values, and reject Western cultural
and ideological influences. The campaign model of political change is
particularly attractive to Xi. Campaigns enable Xi to place a priority on
transforming the Chinese people rather than the political institutions
that make up the state. The result is that the one-party state remains in-
tact, and Xi has avoided any significant political institutional reform that
would challenge his authority or that of the Communist Party.'?®
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Such campaigns are a staple of Communist Party politics. Without
elections, a robust civil society, and an open media, the party must po-
lice itself. Mao began such campaigns during the Yan'an period in the
mid-1940s, even before the establishment of the People’s Republic of
China. During the Yan'an Rectification campaign, for example, party
members were asked to make self-criticisms and were invited to study
Mao’s writings and offer their thoughts. Those that did not support
Mao were isolated and criticized.'®* Mao used this process of criticism
and self-criticism not only to try to ensure ideological rectitude but also
to eliminate enemies. Deng Xiaoping,'” Jiang Zemin, and Hu Jintao
all conducted rectification campaigns designed to promote ideolog-
ical steadfastness and enhance party discipline.' Jiang Zemin’s “Three
Stresses” campaign (sanjiang, =), for example, called on the CCP
to “stress study, stress politics, and stress rectitude” (jiang xuexi, jiang
zhengzhi, jiang zhengqi, W], HENE, HHIES). Officials were re-
quired to participate in discussion and self-criticism sessions in their
offices and author anonymous critiques of their superiors.'””

The current Chinese leadership has followed suit. In June 2013, the
Politburo began a year-long Mass Line campaign (qunzhong luxian,
FEAR S 2%) to improve relations between party members and the public.
In announcing the campaign, Xi echoed his rhetoric from the anticor-
ruption campaign: “Winning or losing the people’s support is an issue
that concerns the CPC’s survival or extinction.”'®® The campaign was
designed to improve the process for evaluating cadres,'” reduce officials’

0 such as constructing large

propensity to undertake vanity projects,
government office buildings, and encourage officials to undertake com-
munity service to demonstrate their ties to the people.™ Practical admin-
istrative issues, such as too many meetings and too much paperwork,

112

were also targeted for reform."* Officials were called upon to “watch

from the mirror, groom oneself, take a bath and seek remedies”™—in
other words, consider their own behavior and fix any problems.!?

Party officials participated in “democratic meetings” in which they
offered self-criticisms that were written down and reviewed by super-
visory bodies." The teams sent to supervise the process were tasked
with writing final reports, and the meetings were expected to continue
after the Mass Line campaign wrapped up."® The campaign formally

ended on October 8, 2014, coinciding with the 8oth anniversary of the
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Long March."® The symbolism of the date was clear. The Long March,
in which communist revolutionaries experienced great hardship at the
hands of an advancing Kuomintang army during 1934-193s, stands as
one of the Communist Party’s most important markers of self-sacrifice
and commitment to communist ideals, as well as the birthing ground
for the leadership of Mao Zedong. More campaigns have followed,
each emphasizing the need of the party to rectify itself.

Dissenting voices have also made themselves heard. Party theorist Li
Haiqging, who almost a decade earlier had published an article arguing
that ideology was critical to mobilizing people’s enthusiasm for col-
lective action and sacrifice,'’” penned an article in 2013 suggesting the
Mass Line was not an effective alternative to democratic processes."®
Others echoed the necessity of institutional reform. Hu Xingdou of
the Beijing Institute of Technology noted: “Such a campaign is still of
significance at a time when vested interests are getting in the way of
political reform. But officials could fundamentally make themselves ac-
countable to the masses via a democratic system.”?

As with the anticorruption campaign, Xi’s rectification efforts have
had mixed results. On the one hand, they have achieved several of their
intended objectives: a decline in the number of meetings, a significant
reduction in the number of unnecessary official buildings, and a drop
in the amount of public expenditures on official receptions.’® Yet for
some senior party members, who have experienced many such rectifica-
tion campaigns, there is unlikely to be a change in behavior. One party
member told me: “We sit around a table and perform self-criticisms,
and then everyone else says, ‘No, no, you are a good party member.’
It is all a big joke.” A renewed commitment to the party, he suggested,
will require something more around which party members could unite.
For Xi Jinping, at least one element of the unification narrative appears
to be establishing Western liberal values as an existential threat to the
party and its principles.

Us against Them

In April 2013, the Communist Party circulated the Communiqué on the
Current State of the Ideological Sphere, later referred to as Document
9 because it was the ninth such communiqué sent out that year. The
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document painted the CCP as in the midst of an intense struggle with
Western liberal values that had begun to take hold in certain sectors
of Chinese society. These values included constitutionalism, universal
values, civil society, neoliberalism and market economics, freedom of
the press, reassessing China’s history, and suggesting that China’s re-
form and opening up should be evaluated according to Western stand-
ards. The authors of the document also underscored the role of Western
anti-China forces and internal dissidents “actively trying to infiltrate

"1 Over time, Document 9 has become

China’s ideological sphere.
known as advancing the “seven no’s” or seven perils: universal values,
press freedom, civil society, citizens™ rights, the party’s historical ab-
errations, the “privileged capitalistic class,” and the independence of
the judiciary.® It represents both a confirmation and an expansion
of the “five no’s” that then NPC Standing Committee Chairman Wu
Bangguo articulated in 2011: no multiparty politics, no diversification
of the party’s ideology, no separation of powers, no privatization, and
no federal system of government.'??

While some observers initially suggested that the document might
reflect only the perspective of one conservative faction within the party
as opposed to the views of the central leadership,** evidence soon
mounted that Document 9 signaled the onset of a significant new cam-
paign against Western values. This campaign differentiates Xi from his
predecessors who demonstrated a much greater tolerance for the ex-
pression of liberal ideas.'®

Xi’s first target was universities. Even before he became Communist
Party general secretary, Xi called for party branches in universities to
play a stronger role in guiding students and ensuring that their educa-
tion inculcated socialist values.'?® Ideological education soon became
a hallmark of Xi’s leadership. In May 2013, the Ministry of Education,
along with several departments of the CCD, issued a document that
called for enhancing the role of ideology in universities. In an interview
regarding the document, officials from the Ministry of Education noted,
“A few young college teachers are confused or vague about their political
ideologies, and their work ethic and emotions are fading.”'*” Allegedly,
universities were also to observe the “seven taboos of higher education,”
which corresponded with the “seven no’s,” or perils, in Document 9.'*
A CCP-afhiliated magazine, Liaoning Daily, in November 2014 also sent
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journalists to universities and reported on professors who purportedly
supported Western political ideals or were otherwise critical of the
Chinese government. The paper’s editors argued that the professors and
students suffered from a lack of “three identities”: theoretical identity
with CCP history and ideology, political identity with the CCP, and
emotional identity with the CCP and its policies.”” In December 2014,
Xi called for enhancing ideological control over China’s universities.!*

In January 2015, the party issued Document 30, a summary of var-
ious speeches by Xi, in which he again called for strengthening the
party’s influence on universities and enforcing ideological education.
The Ministry of Education soon followed with calls to restrict the use of
Western textbooks that advocated Western political values. Professors
submitted books published abroad or not originally written in Chinese
for review of their ideological content.” According to at least one
prominent Chinese political science professor, however, as long as he
does not tell the university he will be using a Western text, he will not
get in trouble. If he asks for permission, he will certainly be denied."?
Still, the government continues to try to find new ways to ferret out
nonbelievers. The Ministry of Education announced in 2016 that uni-
versity hires would have to pass not only a written exam but also a
political correctness interview; and universities were further given the
right to conduct investigations into applicants’ political stances in their
hometowns.'?

A second target of Xi’s campaign against Western values was the
Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS). In 2014, CCDI official
Zhang Yingwei criticized CASS for ideological problems such as “using
the internet to promote theories that played into the hands of foreign
powers,” permitting “undue foreign influence in sensitive issues,” and
fostering “illegal collusion” between CASS experts and their foreign
counterparts.’** In early February 2016, after months of investigation
by inspectors,’ the CCDI made public a wholesale indictment of
CASS, concluding, “The party’s leadership had weakened, the guiding
place of Marxism in some academic disciplines had been marginal-
ized, and there existed erroneous ideological tendencies.” The inspec-
tors also criticized some CASS institutes for emphasizing research and
underemphasizing party building, noting, “The life of the party lead-
ership group is not robust.”*® As one former CASS institute director
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described the situation to me, the inspection was reminiscent of the
Maoist period, with inspectors knocking on the door of one institute
director at night and grilling her about specific statements she had re-
portedly made in the past.!”’

In 2016, the party further expanded the scope of its education effort
to target members of the party who were promoting Western values or
had “wavering confidence” in socialism."?® No part of the Chinese bu-
reaucracy has been immune to the hunt for nonbelievers, including the
military and the propaganda apparatus itself. The CCDI in June 2016
criticized the propaganda apparatus as having inadequate “depth in its
research into developing contemporary Chinese Marxism,” not being
“forceful enough in coordinating ideological and political work at uni-
versities,” and not succeeding on the Internet “to implement the prin-
ciple of the party managing the media.”"® According to a high-ranking
CCDI ofhcial, investigations found that “the damage done by political
indiscipline is far greater than that caused by corruption.”'*? The CCDI
has leveled similar criticisms against state-owned firms, such as CITIC,
claiming officials there were “talking about business too much while
seldom talking about the Party” and spending too much time on the
golf course.!!

Xi Jinping has also moved to enhance the role of the party in the
media. In summer 2013, Xi proclaimed, “Politicians [should] run the
newspapers.”'*? In 2017, China ranked 176 out of 180 in the World Press
Freedom Index,'®® and the Committee to Protect Journalists reported
that China ranked second in the world, behind only Turkey, for the
number of journalists in prison.144 In early 2016, after visiting a number
of Chinese news outlets and telling newsroom staff that the Chinese
media “must love the party, protect the party, and closely align them-
selves with the party leadership,”> Xi went so far as to claim that the
media “must be surnamed party” (bixu xing dang, WV>IHEST) 140

The Chinese leadership’s efforts to restrict media content extend
well beyond articles and programs that engage sensitive political issues.
In March 2016, the State Administration of Press, Publication, Radio,
Film, and Television issued a new set of rules that banned shows—
either television or online—that depicted “the dark side of society,” or
promoted a “luxurious lifestyle.” The rules, which include more than
forty banned topics, reflected a dramatic increase from the original
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2010 rules, which were limited to a ban on content that harmed China’s
image or unity, was pornographic, or encouraged criminal behavior.'¥”

One of the most significant initiatives to limit the impact of foreign
ideas and values within China was the adoption in January 2017 of the
Law on the Management of Foreign Nongovernmental Organizations.
The government solicited input from a wide range of government and
nongovernmental actors, and the law was subjected to an extraordi-
narily high level of discussion and debate during its drafting stages, both
among Chinese actors and between Chinese actors and their foreign
counterparts. The law stipulates that all foreign NGOs must be regis-
tered with the MPS (previously NGOs were overseen by the Ministry
of Civil Affairs); that they are formally affiliated with a Chinese govern-
ment entity that holds oversight responsibility for their projects, per-
sonnel, and so forth; and that they cannot raise money within China,
among other restrictions. Early signals suggested an almost complete
breakdown in the registration process. According to one source, fewer
than one hundred foreign NGOs out of several thousand had been ac-
cepted for registration within the first six months. (Without such reg-
istration, NGOs are required to obtain temporary permits to operate,
a difficult bureaucratic process.) Among those accepted were a batch of
prominent NGOs that already worked closely with the government on
important energy and economic issues, such as the World Economic
Forum, the Paulson Institute, and the Energy Foundation—all of
which received affiliation with the powerful National Development
and Reform Commission (NDRC).

Despite the slow start, when I sat down in June 2017 with the head
of the Beijing representative office for one foreign NGO, she was sur-
prisingly positive about her experience. The process, while onerous,
had not been as contentious as she had anticipated. The key was doing
things “the Chinese way,” which meant using connections to facili-
tate the process. In this case, Tsinghua University’s philanthropy group
proved to be the savior for a number of foreign NGOs. Beginning in
late January, in the immediate aftermath of the law’s adoption, the
Tsinghua team not only organized workshops to explain the registra-
tion process but also took it upon itself to play matchmaker among a
select group of NGOs, the Public Security Bureau, and a prominent
Chinese government-organized NGO, which could serve as the foreign
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NGOy’ official partner (despite the NGOs having no experience with
that partner). Although state security had in recent years often harassed
the NGO and its workers, the Public Security ofhicials responsible for
the foreign NGO registration were welcoming of the NGO’s appli-
cation. Her NGO, as well as at least two others assisted by Tsinghua,
received approval for registration in early July 2017.

There is, however, a price to be paid for registration. The nature
of foreign NGOs’ work and the range of their activities will be more
scrutinized and circumscribed. Organizations that previously fo-
cused on governance issues, such as the rule of law within China, are
already discussing using their expertise to facilitate better Chinese
governance practices outside the country, such as corporate social
responsibility within the context of the BRI. The new programming
direction, while important and beneficial to China and other coun-
tries, ensures that foreign NGOs will no longer directly engage with
sensitive issues of governance or Western political values and ideals
within China.

The Value Proposition

Xi Jinping’s effort to prevent foreign ideas and influences from perme-
ating Chinese society and his campaigns to inculcate a stronger moral
code within the party both reflect a singular weakness in the CCP’s lead-
ership: the ability to project an attractive and compelling ideology. In
2002, scholars from the Ningxia Party School published the results of
a survey among urban residents in Ningxia: roughly “25 percent did
not believe in the cause of socialist construction any more, 50 percent
doubted the CCP’s role as vanguard of the working class . . . and 79 per-
cent had lost their close emotional ties to the party.”48

Xi recognizes the enormity of the task before him. In August
2013, while speaking at the National Propaganda and Ideology Work
Conference, he reiterated several times the lack of belief among party
members in Marxism and socialism, pointing out: “The disintegration
of a regime often starts from the ideological area, political unrest and
regime change may perhaps occur in a night, but ideological evolution
is a long-term process. If the ideological defenses are breached, other

defenses become very difficult to hold.”™#?
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Xi has attacked the challenge with a vengeance. He is attempting
in the first instance to develop a continuous historical narrative for
the party in order to diminish the potential for ideological divisions
that could weaken the party. In January 2013, he articulated the “two
undeniables”: the Maoist period before Deng cannot be used to deny
the Deng reforms, while the Deng reform period cannot be used to
deny the Maoist period.” He has also legitimized Confucius as part
of China’s political culture, drawing on Confucius’s beliefs in virtuous
rule and the necessity of meeting the needs of the people. Speaking
before the International Confucian Association in September 2014, Xi
promoted the CCP as the successor to traditional Chinese culture.”

Xi has also reinforced the idea that the Chinese political system is
oriented toward achieving concrete goals that meet the needs of the
Chinese people, such as those embodied in his Chinese Dream: devel-
oping a prosperous society,”* building a military capable of fighting
and winning wars," and reclaiming China’s place as a global power.
Xi’s Four Comprehensives—a set of political and economic objectives
announced in 2015 and defined as building a moderately prosperous
society, deepening reform, governing the nation according to law, and
strictly governing the party—underpin the Chinese Dream and further
buttress the sense that Xi has a clear vision for where he wants to lead
the party and the country.’>*

And finally, Xi has sought to instill a common understanding of
the party’s values and its right to lead. At the time of his ascension
to the position of CCP general secretary, the party announced twelve
ideals that reflected core socialist values (shebui zhuyi hexin jiazhiguan,
ft 2 F AU B ) —prosperity, democracy, civility, harmony,
freedom, equality, justice, the rule of law, patriotism, dedication, in-
tegrity, and friendship.” And in January 2013, he promoted the “three
confidences” (sange zixin, —1>H{5): confidence in the path of so-
cialism with Chinese characteristics, confidence in the theory, and con-
fidence in the current political system. A fourth confidence was added
later: confidence in China’s culture. Xi has attempted to instill these
ideals into party members, as well as to introduce them to the broader
Chinese public not only through traditional means, such as school and
media propaganda, but also through (relatively) more creative and en-
gaging approaches. For example, a city in Jiangsu Province held speech
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competitions on “family morality,” and officials in Sichuan Province
put the core socialist values in riddle form.!>

To the extent that Chinese officials and scholars are more aware of the
limits of free expression of ideas and public debate, Xi’s campaign has
been a success. Yet the effort to enforce ideological uniformity among
Chinese officials has also contributed to tensions within the party. An
article published by a CCDI-managed newspaper titled “A Thousand
Yes-Men Cannot Equal One Honest Advisor,” for example, called for
more open debate. The piece, written in an allegorical form lauding the
Emperor Taizong, who was known for his tolerance of criticism, noted,
“The ability to air opinions freely and to accept suggestions frequently
determined the rise or fall of an empire . . . . We should not be afraid
of people saying the wrong things; we should be afraid of people not
speaking at all.”"»” And as we will see in the following chapters, behind
closed doors and in some cases openly, Chinese scholars and officials
continue to debate government policy on a wide range of economic
and foreign policy issues.

The Expanding Limits of the Law

Fall party plenums are held annually in October or November and
bring together the most senior leadership of the Communist Party—
the over two hundred full members of the Central Committee—for
discussion of important party matters.’® They are also occasions for
the general secretary and the PBSC to articulate their political and ec-
onomic priorities and establish the benchmarks by which their legacy
will be evaluated. For Xi Jinping, the Fourth Plenum of the 18th Party
Congress in October 2014 represented an opportunity to stake out his
views on the rule of law in China.!”’

Early in his tenure, Xi hinted that he would bring a fresh under-
standing to the meaning and significance of the rule of law. In a 2012
speech, he noted that problems in the legal system—including abuse
of power and dereliction of duty for personal gain—were a source of
significant popular discontent.!®® Importantly, in his December 2012
speech marking the thirtieth anniversary of China’s Constitution, he
claimed: “In essence, the rule of law is rule by the Constitution; the

key to law-based governance is Constitution-based governance.”®!
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Vice-President of the Supreme People’s Court Jiang Bixin wrote one
week later in the Peoples Daily that Xi's words—“ruling in accord-
ance with the Constitution”—“open a new era of rule of law.”1¢?
Previous understandings of the relationship between the party and the
Constitution held that the party exerted ultimate authority over the
Constitution, not that the party was subordinate to the Constitution.
Xi’s words appeared to signal an important shift.

Some legal reformers found further cause for hope in the appoint-
ment of Zhou Qiang, the former governor and later party secretary
of Hunan Province, as head of the Supreme People’s Court in March
2013.1 Zhou, unlike his predecessor who was a police officer,'* was
formally trained as a lawyer; a reform-oriented legal scholar referred
to Zhou as possessing “political courage” and being unique among
provincial party secretaries for advancing the rule of law.!® While in
Hunan, Zhou became known for spearheading a critical advancement
in Chinese law. Prompted by a 2006 World Bank report that ranked five
of Hunan’s cities in the bottom ten in China for “investment friend-
liness,” Zhou pushed through the country’s 