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The Chinese Communist Party’s National Congress, which is
held every five years, was once considered a dull affair,
recalling images of old men dozing through long speeches.
That changed in 2012, when an intense intraparty competition
before the 18th National Congress led to a diplomatic
incident at a U.S. consulate. It involved a Chinese official
who sought asylum for having confronted Bo Xilai, a risingstar Politburo member whose wife was later implicated in the

murder of a British businessman. That was followed by a
Ferrari crash in Beijing that killed a senior official’s son
and rumors of a coup attempt. The prelude to this fall’s
19th National Congress seems unlikely to be so dramatic. But
with the July dismissal of Chongqing’s party chief Sun
Zhengcai, who is under investigation by the party’s
disciplinary watchdog, the atmosphere is tense. As one of
only two next-generation leaders on the party’s Politburo,
Sun was at least tentatively earmarked to succeed President
Xi Jinping or Premier Li Keqiang at the 20th National
Congress in 2022. His ouster comes amid other signs that
Xi’s pre-congress maneuvering is getting more aggressive,
and it changes key calculations on who gets promoted—
decisions that will shape China’s leadership for at least a
decade.
The question of leadership in China may seem a moot point—
many observers already see Xi as the all-powerful “new Mao.”
This assessment masks growing uncertainty, however, about
two fundamental factors behind China’s remarkable
achievements over the past quarter century: elite leadership
cohesion underpinned by limits on power and a capacity for
transformative economic restructuring that prioritizes
pragmatism over ideology. These are the key features of a
system built by the architect of modern China, Deng
Xiaoping. At stake now is whether Xi can dominate the system
without destroying it. How far will he seek to monopolize
power? Will he tackle economic challenges in his second term
as tenaciously as he tackled internal political ones in his
first? Most likely, Xi will save his real power grab for the
2022 National Congress, but his fixation on strengthening
political control is weakening other crucial foundations of
China’s success and stability.
A STRONGMAN CONSTRAINED

The pace of Xi’s power consolidation, anticorruption
offensive, and elevation above other leaders is
unprecedented: he is already officially referred to as the
“core” of China’s leadership, state media have recently
played up Xi’s role as military “supreme commander,” and
there are signs that “Xi Jinping Thought” or even “Xi
Jinping-ism” might enter official vocabulary at the 19th
National Congress. This is more than symbolism and semantics
because such labels would elevate Xi above any leader since
former Chairman Mao Zedong—and not even Mao went as far as
having an “ism” attached to his name. Yet for all his
evident clout, Xi has not yet broken out from the main
constraint on his power: informal rules guiding retirement
and promotions that will make it difficult for him to
dominate politics after 2022 (and would thus weaken his hold
on power before then). Deng established leadership
transition norms in the 1990s to prevent succession crises
and power struggles—the great weakness of one-party states.
The rules are informal and have been bent before, but they
still matter to leaders and they matter for the party’s
survival. By removing Sun, Xi bent the rules significantly.
Such tactics are perhaps unsurprising given Xi’s
predicament: if he follows Deng’s rules, he will have to
relinquish leadership of the party in 2022. In the meantime,
he would certainly not be a lame duck but would very likely
see a decline in his ability to dominate decision-making and
succession during his second term.
Xi’s predecessors all used their incumbency to garner
factional support in the roughly 200-member Central
Committee, as well as in the more influential 25-person
Politburo and its currently seven-member Standing Committee,
China’s most powerful leadership organ. Yet Xi is building
support from a lower starting point, having commanded no
faction of his own before taking office. His stakes are also

higher—corruption crackdowns create enemies. Although Xi may
feel that retaining power beyond 2022 is necessary for his
mission to save the party and make China great again, selfpreservation must be a strong motivation, too.
There are different ways for Xi to sustain his influence: at
the 19th National Congress he will at least tip the
factional balance in his favor, but he could also more
brazenly install and informally control a handpicked
leadership in 2020 or even retain formal office as party
general secretary or head of the Central Military
Commission, which oversees China’s armed forces. (Xi’s third
post, the presidency, has an explicit two-term limit and is
actually less powerful than the other two.) With myriad
permutations for each of these scenarios, it is easy to get
lost in the minutiae of how the transition might play out,
since it involves considerations such as age limits, ranks,
and factional ties that are rarely clear-cut. Before
assessing where Xi may be going, it is useful to scrutinize
common assumptions about where he stands now and how he got
there.
It has long been speculated that Xi will ditch Deng’s
succession norms, but until recently, he had taken few overt
steps in that direction. His rapid crackdown and
consolidation began not as a unilateral power play but as an
attempt, based on a consensus among top leaders, to build a
stronger, centralized leadership and party discipline to
tackle mounting risks to economic and political stability
after the traumas of 2012. After nearly five years of
consolidating authority over key institutions, Xi may no
longer need consensus, but in important ways he has still
acted with restraint—or within party constraints. His
anticorruption crackdown, carried out by the Central
Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI), is usually seen
as a thinly veiled purge of potential rivals, yet until this

year there was no pattern of targeting contenders for top
jobs at the 19th and 20th National Congresses or those in
the one group that could dilute Xi’s power: the Communist
Youth League faction of former President Hu Jintao and
Premier Li.
Before Sun’s demise, only one other candidate had been
targeted: former Fujian governor and Sinopec boss Su Shulin;
but he was likely part of the post-2012 cleanup. Most of the
senior officials targeted from 2013 to 2016 had discernible
ties to a prominent patron and seem to have been linked
either to the purge of four former Politburo members who had
allegedly challenged the 2012 succession or to Xi’s efforts
to cleanse and control the military. The four ousted
Politburo members were associated to varying degrees with
former President Jiang Zemin, as was Sun. Ling Jihua, once a
top aide to Hu, belonged to the Major Youth League, but the
case never escalated into a wider purge beyond the “Shanxi
clique” or those associated with Ling. This may reflect a
2012 bargain whereby Hu backed Xi’s accession and the purge
of those who challenged it and agreed not to interfere in
politics from behind the scenes after retirement, as Deng
and Jiang did. It may also be that Xi does not yet feel
strong enough to directly oust top Youth Leaguersusing the
CCDI and is biding his time. Perhaps more likely, he may
simply feel he can sideline them without resorting to such
tactics.
Although selective with the CCDI sledgehammer, Xi has
certainly been undercutting rivals in other ways. He and the
CCDI have publicly criticized the Youth League as an
arrogant institution that enjoys excessive privileges. In
May, it emerged that the party leadership may force the
league to close programs that have been part of its
recruitment system. These developments signal the Youth

League’s declining fortunes and likely portend further
efforts to end its era as one of China’s most effective
factional bases (although Xi can present this approach as
overdue intraparty reform rather than a power play).
PROTÉGÉS IN THE PROVINCES

Like his predecessors, Xi is altering the factional balance
through appointments to senior provincial and central
government positions that serve as pathways to the Central
Committee and Politburo. There is no need for a naked
anticorruption rampage through rival ranks if, via the
party’s Organization Department led by his ally Zhao Leji,
Xi can improve his position through normal turnover. He has
been doing this throughout his tenure but particularly this
year. From January to July, a total of 30 provincial
governors, party chiefs, and heads of central government
agencies were appointed. Not one has a strong Youth League
background, while at least 12 have discernible links to Xi.
Another dozen have a background beyond politics—in defense
and aerospace, large state-owned enterprises, legal and CCDI
bodies, or science and academia. The rest have résumés
suggesting no close factional ties.
It is possible to interpret these trends as a meritocratic
move away from factionalism, but the pattern clearly
undermines the Youth League and Jiang’s already faded
Shanghai faction and will strengthen Xi’s following among
younger leaders entering the Central Committee and Politburo
this year. Although all this could have a decisive influence
on the 20th National Congress, it did not change Xi’s

relatively small following among Politburo members in line
to reach the Politburo Standing Committee at the 19th
National Congress, which explains his apparent shift to more
aggressive tactics in recent months.
The most striking instance—Sun’s removal by the CCDI—is all
the more significant since he was replaced by Xi’s protégé
Chen Min’er. Of the other five Central Committee–level
officials removed in CCDI investigations from January to
July, three have Youth League ties. It also emerged in July
that several Central Committee members and alternate members
were missing from lists of officials elected as delegates to
the 19th National Congress. This is highly unusual and
suggests top-level intervention to sideline them; at least
five of them are rising Youth Leaguers.
Clearly Xi is maneuvering to dominate, but how and how far
he will push his power remains unclear. In this sense, the
next few months may reveal more about his intentions and the
extent of his power than the last three years. The fortunes
of the next—or sixth—generation of Politburo Standing
Committee contenders are a key indicator. Removing Sun
leaves key Youth League faction member Hu Chunhua (a protégé
of Hu Jintao’s but no relation) as the only sixth-generation
leader on the Politburo and thus the front-runner to succeed
Xi if past practices are observed. This might support the
idea that some degree of consensus and factional balance
still endures. It could equally reflect that Sun was simply
an easier target than Hu Chunhua; the latter has adeptly
avoided major controversy in the high-profile role of
Guangdong party chief. All eyes are on Guangdong for Xi’s
next move, but there is little sign so far that Hu is in
trouble.
With Sun gone, Xi could promote a sixth-generation Central

Committee member directly into the Politburo Standing
Committee as an alternative successor in 2022 instead of Hu.
The 18th Central Committee, elected during the 2012 National
Congress, contained seven members whose age makes them
contenders. One is Chen and another was the now sidelined Su
Shulin. Another, Nur Bekri, is among those missing from the
list of congress delegates, raising doubts over his future.
Of the remaining four, Zhang Guoqing and Zhang Qingwei have
no strong factional ties and were both promoted this year,
while two with Youth League backgrounds have not been
promoted since 2013. Chen, or perhaps one of the Zhangs,
seems well placed for a rapid rise. If Xi removes Hu or
picks a Politburo Standing Committee with no sixthgeneration members, it would seem to portend a more flagrant
power grab.
Perhaps the most discussed congress-related question in the
past year is whether CCDI chief Wang Qishan will remain on
the Politburo Standing Committee for another term despite
being due to retire. Were he to stay on, it would be a
significant break from tradition but on its own would not
necessarily mean the abandonment of succession norms. His
retention could be framed as an exception for a critical
mission—to lead a planned overhaul of the anticorruption
system or, less likely, to replace Premier Li and spearhead
a change of approach to economic policy. It is possible Wang
could be tarnished by U.S.-based Chinese tycoon Guo Wengui’s
sensational social media campaign against him and alleged
business dealings involving his family, but there is little
evidence so far that Guo’s campaign is seriously undermining
Wang. Regardless, although individual promotions and rules
matter, the main question is how far the overall transition
follows or abandons norms: one or two cases of rule bending
or line jumping would not be surprising, but blatantly
stacking the Politburo Standing Committee and Politburo with

Xi’s favorites would be highly contentious.
BLACK BOX BARGAINS
It is easy to get carried away in analyzing all the various
scenarios in which China’s power transition can unfold. With
so many details to dissect during congress season, China
watchers always risk being sucked into the numbers game and
losing wider perspective. It helps to be honest about how
little solid information there is on these issues and how
speculative any forecast must be. Deciphering elite Chinese
politics was often termed “Pekingology” (a nod to
Kremlinology), harking back to an era when most China
analysis was done from outside the country by making
interpretations through sources such as party newspapers.
China is now one of the most analyzed countries in the world
—and has been through four decades of “opening up”—yet elite
political competition at the highest levels of the party
remains remarkably opaque.
Sinologists, and even the vast majority of people within
China’s party state, have only a vague picture of how major
pre-congress decisions are made: closed-door horse-trading
involving very senior leaders and—at least in the past—a few
retired ones. Beyond all the gossip and punditry, nobody is
really sure who gets a seat at the table or when, where, and
how bargains are struck. With politics looking increasingly
Xi-centric and the presumed rules of transition in doubt, it
is not even clear whether meaningful collective decisionmaking still occurs or how important numerical balance on
the Politburo and Politburo Standing Committee still is. In
stark contrast with governments elsewhere, China’s highest
forums of power somehow remain largely leak-proof. Rumors
emerge regularly, but usually from lower down the system and
with decidedly mixed reliability. Even the best-connected

observers were in the dark about most of what mattered in
2012, and pretty much nobody foresaw Xi’s rapid emergence as
such a strong leader.
Factional politics is similarly hazy, a topic so widely
discussed among China watchers that it can sound like a
clearly defined feature of the system with explicit
membership and organization. Factions in China have never
been so defined. A popular view of Chinese politics as a
simple contest between two or three groupings—“elitists and
populists,” the Youth League, or Jiang’s faction and
“princelings”—has persisted even though such frameworks
cannot explain events in 2012 or since. Xi may be genuinely
working to reduce factionalism in the party, but it seems
more likely that he is eroding established power bases and
gradually building his own—promoting people from his small
existing pool of confidants and co-opting others by
promoting neutrals and political outsiders. Either way, both
the details and the fundamental nature of factional politics
are murky and now in flux.
Extrapolating policy implications from personnel change is
also difficult: factional affiliations are not primarily
based on policy or ideological cleavages, and most officials
make a career out of avoiding strong, explicit views besides
supporting the party line of the day. Xi himself is the
prime example: after some 30 years in significant political
office and almost five as president, his intentions and
beliefs in some major policy areas remain ambiguous. These
are sobering limitations on our ability to forecast.
Together with the drama of 2012, they highlight how precongress turmoil can remain obscure for long periods—many of
the events discussed here may hint at such upheaval behind
the scenes. Despite these constraints, there are plenty of
indications from Xi’s first term on where he will take China
next.

LENIN’S HEEL
Xi could yet stick to bending the rules rather than burning
the rule book—tipping the balance rather than rejecting the
whole principle of limited individual power in order to
establish a “Xitocracy.” His intentions will probably remain
an open question after the 19th National Congress: most
likely he will maintain some semblance of balance and rule
following but secure an outcome that leaves him a pathway to
more decisive domination of the 20th National Congress
should he choose it. Some rule breaking, such as retaining
Wang on the Politburo Standing Committee, will not
necessarily spell the end of Deng’s system—Xi could present
some changes as reforming rather than discarding it.
The party’s retirement system is, after all, an anomaly. In
Xi’s case it will require him to retire at 69—below the age
at which U.S. President Donald Trump took office. Given that
the party’s age limits require those in power to voluntarily
relinquish their positions (often to rivals) while still at
the peak of their political careers, it is perhaps
remarkable that the system has outlived Deng by 20 years. Xi
is not the only one whose interests it threatens—the whole
Politburo Standing Committee and indeed most of the Central
Committee have reason to be frustrated by age limits. So
does it matter if Xi unravels the succession system? The
answer is a resounding “yes.”
The party’s effectiveness and resilience, which are in such
contrast with what is exhibited by most other authoritarian
regimes in rapidly developing countries, have depended on a
number of factors relating to political and economic
strength. In some respects, the party’s political strength
looks as solid as ever. Its monopoly on power is not
seriously threatened, and Xi has greatly bolstered controls
over the political sphere. The state has built surveillance

and security apparatus worthy of a George Orwell and George
Lucas collaboration, and the interests of some key groups—
such as the military, economic elites, and urban middle
class—remain tied in many ways to the prevailing order. The
party enjoys more legitimacy than outsiders tend to assume,
and Xi may be more in tune with the masses than he seems.
His anticorruption drive and “China Dream” mantra strike a
chord with many Chinese despite the repressive side of his
rule. Xi also seems to understand that the grandiose
nationalist-tinged vision and military parades will not
grant legitimacy unless the party delivers on mundane issues
such as health care and the cost of living.
In short, the party faces no credible opposition from
without as long as it avoids fracture from within. This is
why shedding succession norms would be so significant: China
has avoided the succession crises and power struggles that
historically have plagued Leninist political organizations,
but thanks only to a formula that is fragile. Deng was able
to implement it because he stood above it; there would be
little to protect it if another leader achieves that status—
this is not an institutionalized system of checks and
balances. The 18th National Congress was the first
succession to install a top leader—Xi—who was not handpicked
by Deng, and that transition may have come close to being
derailed in 2012.
Xi is a true believer in the party and a student of its
history (and that of the Soviet Union), so he may wish to
preserve Deng’s norms for the sake of party unity. But that
same belief will make him reluctant to relinquish power
while his mission is still in progress. He may seek to
dominate and reform the system rather than abandon it, but
that is a delicate operation. The system depends on a degree
of power balance to constrain the top leader. Once that is
gone or the rules are no longer taken seriously, the party

will be vulnerable to the same high-stakes power struggles
that Deng strove so hard to avoid.
CRACKING DOWN, NOT OPENING UP
The other side of the party’s impressive reform-era
performance is economic strength: rapid economic growth has
been both a result and a driver of the regime’s success.
Plenty of fundamentals suggest China will see many more
years of strong economic expansion, but even if reasonably
stable growth can be sustained at around five to six percent
(which is questionable), it will not afford leaders the same
policy and political leeway that came with double-digit
growth in past decades—for example, supercharged growth
helped restrain debt-to-GDP ratios, while rapidly rising
prosperity has helped keep most young, urban Chinese
relatively apolitical. More important, the challenge of
sustaining that growth has changed fundamentally in nature,
from “the mobilization of resources to the efficiency of
resource use,” as the economist Arthur Kroeber puts it. The
party state excelled at mobilizing resources; efficiency—to
put it mildly—has never been its strength.
To meet this challenge, Xi will have to pull off a complex,
painful restructuring and transition to a different economic
growth model. China has done this at previous critical
junctures in its development, first under Deng and later
under Jiang and former Premier Zhu Rongji, when significant
changes were needed to prevent or overcome major threats to
growth and stability. Individual phases of China’s recordbreaking growth can be attributed to advantages such as
demographics and to the government’s vaunted competence. But
the four-decade phenomenon of China’s relentless rise
depended on more than competence. It depended on a capacity
for transformation, dragging the economy—and sometimes a

kicking and screaming political elite—from one phase of
growth to another. This has always required strong state
capacity but also the leadership vision and flexibility to
make necessary but politically daunting changes. The last
time the party really showed these qualities, however, was
when it joined the World Trade Organization in 2001. Leaders
have recognized the need for another transformation—a new
growth model and, more recently, a major deleveraging—since
the mid-2000s but have shown little sign of delivering.
By late 2013, Xi had put forth a relatively ambitious
market-oriented reform agenda and signaled new urgency and
central authority to drive it forward. Generally speaking,
however, he has disappointed. Such transformations will of
course take time, and the optimistic scenario is that his
first-term focus—consolidating his control and communist
credentials—was a prerequisite for forcing through painful
reforms in his second. In this narrative, Xi may not like
economic liberalization but accepts that another dose of it
is necessary to build a strong party and country.
This scenario is credible. Xi set out his reform agenda in
2013 and has clearly revived similar rhetoric this year,
painting himself as battling to secure China’s future
prosperity over resistance from unspecified vested
interests. Along with a resurgence of calls for “supply-side
reform” (shorthand for tackling industrial overcapacity), he
has taken much tougher action against behaviors in the
financial and corporate sectors that have fueled concerns
about rising debt risks and capital outflows. Xi has framed
financial stability as matter of national security and taken
a direct role in shaking up the banking, securities, and
insurance regulators, removing several senior officials and
establishing a high-level committee in July to coordinate
regulation.
This has been followed by a series of remarkable

interventions into several of China’s largest private
companies. Anbang Insurance Chairman Wu Xiaohui was
reportedly detained for investigation in June, and in July
reports claimed Beijing had ordered Anbang to sell its
overseas assets and repatriate the funds. Reports also claim
that Xi personally approved a directive to state-owned banks
to restrict lending to Dalian Wanda Group, one of the
world’s largest property developers, because it breached
rules on overseas investments. Wanda Chairman Wang Jianlin
subsequently said the company would “respond to the state’s
call” by keeping future major investments in China. Other
targeted firms, like Wanda and Anbang, are among China’s
most active and high-profile buyers of assets in the United
States and Europe.
DREAMING OF ALCHEMY
There are certainly more subtle and market-oriented changes
under way, too, and the tougher tone from the top on issues
such as financial regulation and excessive leverage is a
positive sign in many ways. Greater top-down, centralized
control can help Xi to reduce corruption, overcome siloed
bureaucracy, and force local governments and powerful state
and private-sector business players to better comply with
important policies. This is all very necessary, but it is
not sufficient. The problem is that China’s political
economy is long past the stage where its problems can be
fixed through strong-state solutions alone. Many of China’s
biggest challenges now require the state’s letting go, not
just cracking down. Presidential intervention is not a
lasting solution to wasteful investment—government will have
to genuinely cede more control over credit and approvals to
market forces. Unleashing the private sector and small to
medium-sized enterprises, attracting more foreign direct
investment, fostering domestic technological innovation, and

creating more competitive industries are other tasks for
which state-led approaches have historically proved illsuited beyond a certain point of development.
Xi probably grasps much of this in theory and must of course
proceed cautiously given the negative short-term economic
and social impact that aggressive restructuring and
liberalization could have. Unlike his predecessor, he is
probably capable of surprises in his second term—perhaps in
the form of foreign policy departures or with a hitherto
restrained zeal for economic reforms. However, the latter is
more a hope than an expectation. Xi’s political instincts
seem to favor short-term stability and state-centric,
controlling approaches. These sometimes complement longerterm, market-driven approaches, but very often they
conflict, and his first-term record suggests that Xi simply
does not believe in market-based reforms the way he believes
in party-state control.
Xi’s biggest, boldest moves have included industrial
policies to create globally competitive advanced industries
primarily through state direction and support and through
major, heavy-handed interventions into some of China’s
largest private companies. Similarly, his Belt and Road
strategy—an ambitious attempt to connect Asia with Europe,
the Middle East, and Africa—is driven heavily by political
rather than commercial imperatives.

Meanwhile, even assuming his disciplinarian style and
revival of ideology are means to an end rather than a
throwback to Mao, they are still eroding another of the

party’s strengths: experimentation and adaptability among
officials to find policies that work locally. Much anecdotal
evidence now depicts officials more worried about political
correctness than policy effectiveness. Xi addressed this at
a recent party meeting, which stressed that making mistakes
will be tolerated but inaction will not. Officials seem not
to buy this, given the current atmosphere.
China’s leaders, including Xi, may be dreaming an impossible
dream: they have sought for years to engineer a system with
the benefits of market competition, rule of law, and checks
and balances, but without giving up strong state control and
a party monopoly on political power. If any nation were to
be the first to achieve such a historic feat of alchemy, it
might be China, but the possibility looks remote. Xi’s
instincts so far imply lengthening odds on another
successful economic transformation. If his drive for
political control erodes the foundations of elite cohesion,
it will weaken, not strengthen, the party.
Raising such fundamental doubts about China’s future is
often dismissed as forecasting “collapse,” but there has to
be more to the debate on China than whether or not dramatic
meltdown is imminent. (It is not.) Less extreme and more
likely scenarios could still have profound implications
given China’s global significance. For 20 years, Sinologists
have been rightly pointing out the strengths that have
helped China avoid pitfalls common to comparable economies
and polities, but the pitfalls are still real while the
strengths are impermanent. On the current trajectory, it
should no longer be considered radical to suggest that China
could experience both a succession crisis and economic
strife by 2022—historically a potent combination. Ahead of
this year’s congress, a recent series of propaganda
documentaries on state television have drawn many parallels
between Xi and Deng as two strong, bold reformers. Xi has
indeed shown Deng’s uncompromising belief in party control

of the political sphere, but Xi’s impact on China will now
depend on keeping alive the softer side of Deng’s legacy:
daring to “let go” in the economic sphere and avoiding the
authoritarian’s succession trap.
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Has Xi Jinping Gotten His Crown?
For months, observers of China’s political terrain have speculated
on what phrase will come to symbolize the Chinese president’s
rise to paramount leader status. We might now have our answer.
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T

he recent pageantry surrounding the fth and nal session of China’s 12th
National People’s Congress — and all of the hubbub over growth targets,

budgets and measures to curb (still) rising housing prices — was all in a sense
window dressing for a far more important political message: the unassailable
position of President Xi Jinping as “the core” of the Chinese Communist Party
leadership.
As we draw closer to the crucial 19th National Congress of the CCP, to be held
later this year, we can expect that message to intensify.
Since he came into power in 2012, Xi Jinping has managed to consolidate his
position in a way we have not seen since era of Deng Xiaoping. By 2014 Xi was
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already being trumpeted in the o cial state media with a vigor we had not
seen in a quarter century. According to CMP Director Qian Gang’s study that
year of the names of past and present leaders in the People’s Daily, the CCP’s
agship newspaper, Xi’s name appeared both on the front page and inside
pages of the paper with a frequency more than double that of Jiang Zemin
and Hu Jintao.
Xi’s status was elevated further in October last year at the 6th Plenum of the

习核⼼), something

18th National Congress. He was designated “the core” (

neither of his predecessors in the post-Deng era managed — although the term

领导核⼼) was sometimes used in o

“leadership core” (
the Jiang era.

cial discourse during

During the “two meetings” this month, as policies and prescriptions took
center stage, Xi’s core status was the backdrop. In his report to the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference, the country’s ostensible advisory
body, Yu Zhengsheng mentioned the core status of Xi Jinping no less than six
times.
Well, you may wonder — whose counting?
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But that is precisely the point. In the opaque world of Chinese politics under
the CCP, words do matter. They matter so much, in fact, that one of the most
crucial questions we must ask now, months ahead of the 19th National
Congress, is exactly what word or phrase will come to symbolize the power of
Xi Jinping and his governing vision?
Xi Jinping may be “the core,” but that core cannot remain empty. The

旗帜语),will announce his

question, then, is what “banner term,” or qizhiyu (

political legacy to the world? How Xi is able to frame his legacy could tell us a
great deal about how he plans to act — including, for example, whether he
plans to seek a third term in 2022.
We are knee deep already in the esoterica of Chinese political discourse, in the
“diction and doublethink” that are a living part — even if we choose to ridicule
and dismiss it — of the way politics work in China. So allow me to recap.
Every leader of any consequence in the history of the Chinese Communist
Party has had his own “banner term,” a concise (more or less) turn of phrase
that is meant to sum up his contributions and, more importantly, his
importance to that history itself. In the world of CCP discourse, the “banner
Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API
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term” becomes the coin of the realm — until another important leader comes
along to mint a new one.

⽑泽东思想), the original banner term
under the CCP. We have had “Deng Xiaoping Theory” (邓⼩平理论), the
We have had “Mao Zedong Thought” (

phrase encompassing the ideas of the market reformer — and managing their
continuity with the Party’s socialist orthodoxy. We have had the “Three

三个代表), the guiding theory of Jiang Zemin. And we have had
the “Scienti c View of Development” (科学发展观), Hu Jintao’s blueprint, in
Represents” (

the broadest terms, for the creation of a “socialist harmonious society.”

党章) at

Jiang Zemin’s “Three Represents” was written into the Party Charter (

the 16th National Congress in 2002, just as he was stepping down. Hu Jintao’s
“Scienti c View of Development” was written into the Party Charter at his
halfway mark, during the 17th National Congress in 2007.
So what of Xi Jinping’s banner term?
Over the past few years, the amateur astronomers of Chinese political
discourse — and in this eld, we are all amateurs — have spotted a number of
possible candidates. One of the favorites has been the “Four Comprehensives”
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四个全⾯), encompassing the “comprehensive building of a moderately

(

wealthy society, comprehensive deepening of reforms, comprehensive

governing the nation according to law, and comprehensive strict governance
of the Party.”
The phrase has a certain banner term bravado, but it lacks originality. It is
similar in meaning to Jiang Zemin’s “Three Represents” — and in intonation it
is too much like both the “Three Represents” and the “Scienti c View of
Development.” Hardly the stern stu of a leader who has, for the rst time in
generations, promoted himself as “the core.”
How about the phrase “the spirit of General Secretary Xi Jinping’s series of
important speeches”? We’ve certainly seen a lot of this one since 2013. But,
no. The term does not have that freshly-minted feel, and it is too long.
Banner terms must be pithy, in the Leninist sense of the word. They must be

主义), “ideas”
(思想), “theories” (理论), “strategies” (战略) or “concepts” (观念).
phrases of consequence, with the soaring gravitas of “isms” (

In recent months, we’ve seen a new phrase glinting faintly among the stars of
Chinese discourse — “. . . the new concepts, new ideas and new strategies of
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governance since the 18th National Congress.” This has the basic tone of the
banner term, but it lacks intensity and is too verbose.
But things may have shifted last Thursday night.
During the March 16 broadcast of Xinwen Lianbo, the nightly o cial
newscast on China Central Television, a new phrase was introduced as the
anchor remarked how the foreign press had reported on the National People’s
Congress:
Every year, coming with the spring, the two meetings [of the NPC and CPPCC]
bring a new atmosphere for China and the world. During the two meetings this
year, many international media reports said that Xi Jinping governing concepts
were threaded through the two meetings, and they believed that the two meetings
created ‘global expectations’ . . .
And there we have a very sound candidate for Xi Jinping’s banner term: “Xi

习近平治国理念).

Jinping’s Governing Concepts” (

Lending further credence to this phrase is the fact that it appeared one day

参考消息), the newspaper

earlier in a large headline in Reference News (
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published by the o cial Xinhua News Agency that compiles the views on
China revealed in the foreign press.

The phrase “Xi Jinping’s Governing Concepts” appears in a headline in the March 15, 2017, edition of Reference
News, published by Xinhua News Agency.
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钱钢), this new phrase, “Xi Jinping’s

According to CMP Director Qian Gang (

Governing Concepts,” is the closest we have come so far to a probable new
banner term for the most powerful leader since Deng Xiaoping.

Analysts have speculated, given Xi Jinping’s powerful pro le, on whether his
banner term might include his name — something that has not happened since
Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping. The question was whether Xi might be

冠名), through his designated banner term.

“name-crowned,” or guanming (

If this new phrase is indeed Xi Jinping’s banner term, then this is what we are
witnessing: Xi’s crowning as a paramount leader to guide China through a
new period of historical transition.
The hypothesis many observers in China have put forward — most of them
quietly — is that Xi Jinping’s banner term would probably consist of his name

习近平

plus a major concept idea. But this is a tricky game. “Xi Jinping-ism” (

主义) would be too lofty. Not even Mao dared add “ism” to his name, which
would have put him on equal footing with Marx.

习近平思想)? This is a possibility. When the Sixth

“Xi Jinping Thought” (

Plenum of the 18th National Congress ended last fall, one scholar stated on
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Phoenix Online: “The articulation of the Four Comprehensives tell us that Xi
Jinping thought is already mature.” It was a testament to Xi Jinping’s position
and power as “the core” that such words could be spoken at all.

习近平理论)? This is possible too. But there
would be an overlap with “Deng Xiaoping Theory” (邓⼩平理论). And no
How about “Xi Jinping Theory” (

leader worth his salt likes to share.

习

This leaves us with two distinct possibilities. We have “Xi Jinping Strategy” (

近平战略) and “Xi Jinping Concept” (习近平理念). Between the two,

“concept” is slightly more elevated in status, more be tting a leader who feels
little need to compromise.
The emergence Thursday of “Xi Jinping’s Governing Concepts” marks the rst
time we have, through important o cial Party media, a possible banner term
perfectly suited to the above reading of China’s current political situation, and
to the implicit laws of CCP discourse.
“Xi Jinping’s Governing Concepts” is not as soaring as either “thought” or
“theory.” But an additional advantage may be that it has a more practical feel
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to it. It would be just audacious enough, while still in keeping with Xi
Jinping’s down-to-earth public perception.
This could very well be our candidate. But there is another distinct possibility
— that this could be just the rst step in a two-step process leading to the
ultimate crowning of Xi Jinping. The rst step would be the deployment of “Xi
Jinping’s Governing Concepts” for the 19th National Congress this year. This
could then be shortened to “the Xi Jinping Concept” in 2022, in time for the
20th National Congress.
And who knows? By that time, looking at his third term in o ce, no-nonsense
Xi might qualify for the greatest nonsense of all — that coveted “Xi Jinping

习近平思想).

Thought” (
China

Politics

Like what you read? Give David Bandurski a round of applause.
From a quick cheer to a standing ovation, clap to show how much you enjoyed this story.
4

David Bandurski
Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API

China Media Project
PDFCROWD

David Bandurski is co-director ofFollow
the
China Media Project and a Richard von
Weizsäcker Fellow at the Robert Bosch
Academy.

A research program focusing on Follow
current
developments in China’s media
landscape, in partnership with the
Journalism & Media Studies Centre at
the University of Hong Kong.

Responses

Write a response…

Create PDF in your applications with the Pdfcrowd HTML to PDF API

PDFCROWD

Xi Jinping and the Party’s “Guiding Ideology”
Alice Miller
As the 19th Party Congress approaches, there is widespread speculation
that the party constitution will be revised to incorporate concepts
associated with General Secretary Xi Jinping as part of the party’s
authoritative “guiding ideology.” Although such a revision is possible,
analysis of changes in past constitutions and available evidence from PRC
media suggest a more limited outcome.
Although speculation about revision of the constitution of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP) by the 19th Party Congress has percolated among observers in the Hong Kong and
foreign press for a long time, it took off when the independent Hong Kong newspaper
Ming Pao published a report on 2 April 2017 stating that “information from Beijing” had
disclosed that the 19th Party Congress will amend the party constitution to incorporate
“Xi Jinping Thought” (习近平思想). The overseas Chinese website Duowei subsequently
published a photo of a slide presented at a National Administration College occasion
listing the “principal contents of Xi Jinpingism” (习近平主义的主要内容). And attention
thereafter focused on a long article by State Councilor Yang Jiechi—published on 16 July
in the party’s political journal Seeking Truth (求是)—that assessed “General Secretary Xi
Jinping’s foreign affairs thought” (习近平总书记外事思想), a recent example of references
occasionally appearing in PRC media over a long period to Xi’s “thought” with respect to
a specific policy sector.
These references heightened speculation that revision of the party constitution at the
upcoming party congress would substantially enhance Xi’s authority by incorporating
some formulation associated with Xi as a new element of the party’s “guiding ideology”
(指导思想). Such a change may come with his name attached, as in the examples cited
above of “Xi Jinping Thought” and “Xi Jinpingism,” or without it. In either case, the
revision would confirm Xi Jinping’s consolidation of supreme power because no
previous top party leader since Mao has managed to put his stamp on the party’s
prevailing ideology as enunciated in the party’s foundational document until stepping
down.
If preparations for convening the 19th Congress are following the same procedures used
to convene party congresses in recent decades, revision of the CCP constitution should be
well along.1 A drafting committee will have been formed in December last year or
January this year, and the Politburo and its Standing Committee will have already seen
preliminary drafts. The recently closed leadership retreat at Beidaihe likely reviewed a
draft, which ultimately must be finalized for approval by the Politburo, probably in late
September, for forwarding to the 18th Central Committee’s Seventh Plenum and
ultimately to the party congress.2

Miller, China Leadership Monitor, no. 54

Past Revisions of the Party’s Constitution
Every party congress has revised the party constitution since the Second CCP Congress
first adopted it in 1922. Successive revisions have addressed changes in virtually all
provisions of the party’s foundational document at one time or another, and in some cases
rewritten the document altogether, as was the case in 1969 and in 1982.
As the appendix shows, the first party constitution to spell out the party’s “guiding
ideology” was adopted by the Seventh Party Congress in 1945, when the new constitution
stipulated: “the CCP takes the thought that integrates the theories of Marxism-Leninism
with the practice of the Chinese revolution—Mao Zedong Thought—as the guiding
principles in all its work.” This declaration followed directly from Mao’s decisive
victory over leadership antagonists in the 1942–43 rectification campaign and his
consolidation of power, reflected in his new title as party chairman, a post established for
him in 1943.
Every party constitution adopted since 1945 has included a statement of the party’s
guiding principles, which on several occasions has been adjusted to reflect prevailing
political shifts and ideological trends.

• At the Eighth Party Congress in 1956, the CCP declared simply that it took

“Marxism-Leninism as its guide to action”—dropping the reference in the 1945
document to Mao Zedong Thought. Western observers have long diverged over
the impetus for this change. Some have argued that the excision of Mao’s
Thought came at Mao’s expense in an emerging leadership split, while others
have seen the change as consistent with Beijing’s effort to accommodate the deStalinization movement launched by Nikita Khrushchev at the Soviets’ 20th Party
Congress in February 1956.3

• At the Ninth Congress in April 1969, the party constitution declared that “the

CCP takes Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Thought as the theoretical
foundation of its guiding ideology,” disaggregating Marxism-Leninism into
separate elements. This change effectively elevated Mao’s ideological views to a
stature comparable to Marx’s and Lenin’s. This leveling of the pantheon was
consistent with the assertion in the sentence that followed of the universal
significance of Mao’s ideological views in international communism (see
Appendix).

• The party constitution adopted at the 12th Congress in 1982 combined the guiding
ideology formulations of the 1945 and 1956 constitutions, stating that “the
Chinese Communist Party takes Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought as
its guide to action.” This revision was in step with the judgment in the party’s
1981 resolution on CCP history that interpreted Mao Zedong Thought as the
unique adaptation of Marxism-Leninism’s universal principles to the specific
context of revolution in China, a task accomplished successfully by the party’s
collective leadership, and not solely Mao’s.
2
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Subsequent revisions of the CCP’s “guiding ideology” have followed the 1982
formulation and simply added to it in successive increments rather than altering it.

• The 15th Party Congress in 1997 added a new element to the 1982 formulation to

enshrine the contributions of deceased paramount leader Deng Xiaoping to
applying Marxism-Leninism to China’s evolving realities. The party’s guiding
ideology now consisted of “Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought and Deng
Xiaoping Theory.” Deng Xiaoping Theory, the constitution preamble elaborated,
“is a product of integrating Marxist-Leninist basic law with contemporary China’s
practice and the features of the times, the inheritance and development of Mao
Zedong Thought under the new historical conditions, a new stage of the
development of Marxism in China, Marxism of contemporary China, and a
crystallization of the CCP’s collective wisdom.”

• In 2002, the 16th Congress added another element to the party’s guiding ideology

as Jiang Zemin stepped down as party chief. The party’s ideological principles
were now “Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory,
and the important thinking of the three represents,” incorporating a concept that
Jiang had introduced in early 2000. “The important thinking of three represents,”
the preamble explained farther down, “is a continuation and development of
Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping Theory; it reflects
new requirements for the work of the Party and state arising from the changes in
China and other parts of the world today; it serves as a powerful theoretical
weapon for strengthening and improving Party building and for promoting selfimprovement and development of socialism in China; and it is the crystallized,
collective wisdom of the Communist Party of China.”

• In 2012, the 18th CCP Congress added yet another element to the party’s guiding

ideology as General Secretary Hu Jintao retired from the party leadership. The
party now was committed to “Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought, Deng
Xiaoping Theory, the important thinking of the three represents, and the scientific
development concept.” Again, the preamble was revised to underscore the new
element’s provenance: “The scientific development concept is a scientific theory
that is of the same lineage as Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought, Deng
Xiaoping Theory, and the important thinking of the three represents and advances
with the times. It is the concentrated embodiment of the Marxist worldview and
methodology regarding development, it is the latest achievement in the
sinicization of Marxism, and it is the crystallization of the collective wisdom of
the Communist Party of China.”

It is important to note that Hu Jintao’s “scientific development concept” had already been
incorporated into the party constitution at the CCP’s 17th Congress in 2007, though not as
part of the party’s “guiding ideology.” Since the 15th Congress in 1997, successive
revisions of the party constitution have incorporated new paragraphs to ratify the
contributions of successive Central Committees to the party’s evolving ideology.
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The 1997 constitution thus included a paragraph following its declaration of the CCP’s
“guiding ideology” that saluted the universal principles of Marxism-Leninism as
inspiring Chinese communism. A second and third paragraph hailed the leadership
collective “with Comrade Mao Zedong as chief representative” for adapting those
principles to China’s specific circumstances and for leading the Chinese revolution to
victory with the establishment of the PRC. A fourth paragraph praised the leadership
collective “with Comrade Deng Xiaoping as chief representative” for “expounding the
basic issues concerning building, strengthening, and developing socialism in China,”
establishing Deng Xiaoping theory as the party’s latest theoretical innovation.
To this narrative of triumphant CCP innovations, the 16th Congress in 2002 added a new
paragraph saluting the leadership collective “with Comrade Jiang Zemin as chief
representative.” The Jiang leadership “acquired a deeper understanding of what
socialism is, how to build it and what kind of a party to build and how to build it,
accumulating new valuable experience in running the Party and state, and forming the
important thought of Three Represents.”
Following this pattern, the 17th Congress in 2007 added yet another paragraph to the
narrative, hailing the work of the outgoing 16th Central Committee in “pooling the
wisdom of the whole Party to meet new requirements of development and formulating
the scientific development outlook, which puts people first and calls for comprehensive,
balanced and sustainable development.” (Italics added.) Consistent with the 2007
constitution’s leaving the party’s “guiding ideology” unchanged, the paragraph qualified
the “scientific development concept” as “an important guiding principle for China’s
economic and social development and a major strategic thought that must be upheld and
applied in developing socialism with Chinese characteristics.”
In 2012, the 18th Party Congress modified treatment of the “scientific development
concept” in two respects. First, as stated above, it added Hu’s “scientific development
concept” to the party’s “guiding ideology.” Second, it rewrote the paragraph added to the
2007 constitution on the contribution of the Hu leadership, now stating that the “scientific
development concept” deployed by the leadership collective “with Comrade Hu Jintao as
chief representative” had the same far-reaching significance for guiding the party’s work
in all fields as previous innovations had.
The preceding analysis underscores three conclusions relevant to projecting how the 19th
Congress may revise the party constitution with regard to ideology:

• First, there is more than one way to incorporate the Xi Jinping leadership’s

innovations in party ideology. Adding to the string of elements that compose the
party’s “guiding ideology” is one possibility; adding to the now standard narrative
of the party ideology by successive Central Committee leaderships without
modifying the party’s “guiding ideology” is another.

• Second, a two-step approach emerges from the course of constitutional revision
under Hu Jintao. If applied to the Xi leadership, a new paragraph to the
4

Miller, China Leadership Monitor, no. 54
preamble’s narrative would recognize the contribution to the party’s ideological
development under “the 18th Central Committee with Comrade Xi Jinping as chief
representative” at the 19th Congress and enumerate what those developments have
been. Adding some element associated with the Xi leadership to the party’s
“guiding ideology” would then follow at the 20th Party Congress in 2022.

• Whichever course is taken at the 19th Congress, the new element to be

incorporated must claim innovative significance for the party ideology of broadest
scope. It should solve some new set of questions that have emerged out of
China’s changing economic, social, and political circumstances as socialism has
advanced. And it should have some succinct (if not altogether exciting)
formulation as a concept.

Xi Jinping Thought or Just Xi Speeches?
If the preceding conclusions offer any guidance about what to look for coming out of the
19th Congress, then available evidence from leadership statements and authoritative
commentary in PRC media do little to suggest a one-step incorporation of ideological
notions ascribed to Xi Jinping over a two-step approach.
For one thing, no overarching concept has emerged that encapsulates ideological
innovations pioneered by Xi or by the Xi leadership. While there have been occasional
references scattered here and there in low-level PRC media over the past five years to “Xi
Jinping thought” (or “Xi Jinping thinking”—习近平思想), there have been none in
authoritative leadership statements or commentary. References to Xi’s thinking in
specific policy sectors have appeared occasionally, such as Yang Jiechi’s to “General
Secretary Xi Jinping’s foreign affairs thought” and that of Liu Yunshan to Xi’s “partybuilding thought” (建党思想). But they are not general in implication, nor are they unique.
Comparable references to Hu Jintao’s “military thought,” for example, occurred routinely
during his tenure as party chief.
Further, the advent of “Xi Jinping Thought” would seem to catapult Xi’s ideological
stature over that of Deng Xiaoping, to rival Mao’s. In the late 1970s and early 1980s, the
party briefly debated whether to embrace “Deng Xiaoping Thought” (邓小平思想) as the
Deng leadership launched China onto the course of “reform and opening.” Others
countered that such a term inevitably raised concerns about a new personality cult around
Deng, something Deng himself opposed, and so “Deng Xiaoping’s thought” (邓小平的思
想) was raised as an alternative. In the end, neither term was adopted and, as the party
debated how to deal with Mao in its 1981 resolution on party history, “socialism with
Chinese characteristics” emerged as the formulation encompassing the PRC’s new
ideological direction. Finally, in 1997, the term “Deng Xiaoping Theory” (邓小平理论)
was devised to encapsulate the Deng leadership’s contributions to party ideology.
Adoption of “Xi Jinpingism” (习近平主义) seems an outlandish choice by comparison and
would seem to put Xi on a par with Marx and Leninism, leapfrogging even Mao. To the
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best of my knowledge, the term enjoys no currency, and is traceable only to a solitary
reference of uncertain provenance.
A survey of leadership statements and authoritative press commentary for potential
alternative formulations does not yield obvious candidates. The most prominent may be
“the spirit of the series of Comrade Xi Jinping’s important speeches,” a phrase that
appeared first in the spring of 2013 and has been repeated endlessly in the media since.
The most important collection of Xi’s speeches and talks—The Governance of China—
was published in September 2014, expanded in a second edition published in April 2016,
and mandated for party-wide study. Study of Xi’s “important speeches,” along with the
constitution, was also incorporated into a new party education drive—the “two study and
one act” (两学一做) campaign launched in December 2015 and institutionalized as a
permanent requirement in March 2017.
“Xi Jinping’s important speeches” have been acclaimed as having “guiding” significance
and comprehensive import:
•

In a speech delivered at a February 2017 conference on party affairs and
published later in the party journal Qiushi, Central Committee General Office
Director and Politburo member Li Zhanshu declared that “the spirit of the series
of important speeches given by General Secretary Xi Jinping is rich in content
and broad, extensive, and profound, and it has covered various aspects of reform,
development, and stability, domestic politics, foreign relations, and national
defense, as well as administering the party, the state, and the armed forces.” The
speeches’ “new concepts, new ideas, and new strategies have preliminarily
formed a complete theoretical system,” Li continued.

•

Similarly, Liu Yunshan, the Politburo Standing Committee member who manages
the party apparatus on behalf of Xi Jinping, declared in a speech at the Central
Party School on 16 May 2017 that Xi’s “important speeches” are “a new
development of Marxism in contemporary China, rich in the context of the times
and ideological connotations, and possessing important political, theoretical,
practical, and methodological significance.” The speeches, he went on, “center
on the Party’s governing the country and administering state affairs in the new
situation, and they advance a series of new concepts, ideas, and strategies that are
mutually related and linked.” The speeches “form a scientific theoretical system
that is completely systematic and rigorously logical,” and they “provide a
scientific theoretical and operational guide for upholding and developing
socialism with Chinese characteristics and for bringing about the objectives of the
two centenary goals and the Chinese dream of the great rejuvenation of the
Chinese nation,” he concluded.

The implication is that “the spirit of the series of Comrade Xi Jinping’s important
speeches” has acquired the attributes of “guiding ideology.” But “the spirit of the series
of Comrade Xi Jinping’s important speeches” is not an ideological concept. Nor is it a
snappy formulation like the “three represents,” or a lofty ideal like the “scientific
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development concept.” And reciting “Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought, Deng
Xiaoping Theory, the important thinking of the three represents, the scientific
development concept, and the spirit of the series of Comrade Xi Jinping’s important
speeches” cannot easily be recited with a single breath, as would be required for endless
repetition in leadership oratory. It may be that a shorthand formulation will emerge at the
congress itself. But so far, no groundwork for such a shorthand has been laid.
Another possibility may be the formulation “new concepts, new thinking, and new
strategies for governing the country and administering state affairs” (习近平治国理政新理念
新思想新战略). This phrase emerged in PRC media in summer 2016 and is frequently
recited in leadership statements and authoritative commentary alongside the “spirit of the
series of Comrade Xi Jinping’s important speeches,” and often following the current
formulation of the party’s “guiding ideology.” A Politburo meeting reviewing documents
to be presented to the upcoming National People’s Congress session on 21 January, for
example, called on the party to:
take Deng Xiaoping Theory, the important thinking of “Three Represents,”
and the scientific outlook on development as guidance; thoroughly
implement the spirit of the series of important speeches of General
Secretary Xi Jinping and the new concepts, new thinking, and new
strategies of governing the country and running state affairs; push forward
in a coordinated manner the ‘five in one’ overall layout and push forward
in a coordinated manner the ‘four comprehensives’ strategic layout.
[emphasis added]
As this citation makes plain, however, this formulation is subordinate to the “spirit” of
Xi’s speeches and so would seem a lesser candidate for incorporation into the party’s
“guiding ideology.” That is true also for other formulations that pervade discourse in the
Xi era. The “five-in-one overall layout” (五位一体总体局部—simultaneous economic,
political, cultural, social, and ecological construction) and the “four comprehensives
strategic layout” (四个全面战略局部—building a moderately prosperous society, deepening
reform, governing the nation according to law, and administering the party strictly)
encapsulate reform strategies, not overarching ideological concepts. Similarly,
achievement of the “China dream” (中国梦), which Xi Jinping enunciated in his first
public statement as party chief, was intended as the theme of his leadership, paralleling
Hu Jintao’s call for “people-centered” policies in his first public statement.
The upshot of the preceding survey is that there is no obvious formulation in public party
discourse for incorporation into the party’s “guiding ideology.” It is possible, as widely
speculated, that “Xi Jinping Thought” will make its debut at the 19th Party Congress. But
the foundations for it have not been made, in contrast to the authoritative endorsement of
Jiang Zemin’s “important thinking of the three represents” well before the 16th Congress
and of Hu Jintao’s “scientific development concept” before the 18th.
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Implications
At a minimum, reference to Xi Jinping and broad departures associated with his
leadership since 2012 are certain to be added to the party constitution at the 19th
Congress. This would come in a new paragraph added to the now standard narrative on
the party’s successful adaptation of Marxism-Leninism to China’s contemporary realities
by the 18th Central Committee “with Comrade Xi Jinping as chief representative.” It
remains to be seen whether the congress goes further and adds an as yet unnamed new
element—explicitly credited to Xi or not—to the party’s “guiding ideology.” If such an
addition is made, the road taken in the process will have differed substantially from that
followed for previous inclusions.
Whichever revision emerges at the party congress will have import both for power and
policy. If the party’s “guiding ideology” incorporates a new element with Xi’s name
attached, it would signal Xi’s political strength beyond that of Jiang Zemin or Hu Jintao,
whose names were not explicitly linked to the additions to the party ideology made under
their auspices. If a new element is added without Xi’s name attached, it would be a
weaker signal of Xi’s consolidation of power, despite having come earlier in his tenure
than similar additions in the trajectories of previous leaders. And unless there is a severe
break from established party tradition across the entire reform era, any revisions
emerging from the congress will be credited to the collective wisdom of the broader 18th
Central Committee leadership, and not solely to Xi Jinping’s innovative genius.
Even the minimal case of a new, Xi-focused paragraph added to the narrative of the
party’s evolving ideology would add to the authority of the policies associated with the
Xi leadership as Xi begins his second term. Much of Xi’s policy agenda was set down in
Hu Jintao’s report to the 18th Congress and then spelled out more concretely in the 60point resolution adopted at the November 2013 Third Plenum. The central focus of this
agenda has been completion of the task of building “a moderately prosperous society” (小
th
康社会) by 2020, a project ratified in Jiang Zemin’s report to the 16 Party Congress in
th
2002, reaffirmed in Hu Jintao’s report to the 17 Party Congress in 2007, and reaffirmed
again by Hu in 2012.
Xi’s political report to the 19th Congress is certain to reaffirm this project as it enters its
final “critical” stage, a point strongly underscored by Xi in his speech presaging congress
themes to ministerial and provincial leaders on 27 July. The energy behind the
“comprehensive deepening of reforms” during Xi’s first term has seemed to stall and
dissipate in the face of resistance from “vested interests,” as leadership statements and
commentary have regularly complained. And so revision of the party constitution to
reflect the Xi leadership’s goals and policies, abetted by the now permanent campaign to
study Xi’s speeches and the party constitution, may revitalize flagging impetus behind
the 2020 project.
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Appendix:
The CCP Constitution on the Party’s Guiding Ideology, 1922–2012
1922, 1923, 1925, & 1927 CCP Constitutions (Second through Fifth Congresses):
No reference to a guiding ideology.
Notes:
• The founding First Congress (July 1921) did not adopt a party constitution; it did
adopt a “Program” (綱領), which did not declare a guiding ideology.
• After the 1922 Second Congress adopted a constitution, each of the subsequent
congresses revised the party constitution, but none adopted language regarding the
party’s guiding ideology.
1928 CCP Constitution (Sixth Congress, Moscow, 18 June–11 July 1928)
No reference to a guiding ideology.
Notes:
• Added a statement that the CCP is “a section of the Comintern.”
• The Eighth Congress followed the 1927 collapse of the 1923–27 united front with
the KMT. The identification of the CCP as a section of the Comintern may have
been intended to reinforce Moscow’s direction of the Chinese communist movement
after the disasters of 1927.
1945 CCP Constitution (Seventh Congress, Yanan, 23 April–11 June 1945)
“The CCP takes the thought that integrates the theories of Marxism-Leninism with the
practice of the Chinese revolution—Mao Zedong Thought—as the guide in all its work
and opposes any dogmatist or empiricist bias.”
中國共產黨以馬克思列寧主義的理論與中國革命的實踐統一的思想—毛澤東思
想—作為自己一切工作的指南，反對任何教條主義的或經驗主義的偏向.
Notes:
• The Seventh Congress consolidated Mao’s leadership over the party following the
1942–43 Yanan rectification campaign that purged the International faction around
Wang Ming. Thus its explicit rejection of “dogmatism” (action based on pure theory
and books) and “empiricism” (actions based on narrow experience).
• The Comintern was abolished in 1943.
1956 CCP Constitution (Eighth Congress, Beijing, 15–27 September 1956)
“The CCP takes Marxism-Leninism as its guide to action.”
中國共產黨以馬克思列寧主義作為自己行動的指南.
Notes:
• The deletion of “Mao Zedong Thought” has been read by some (MacFarquhar,
Teiwes) as reflecting the CCP’s adaptation to the USSR’s move toward de-
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Stalinization following Khrushchev’s secret speech at the February 1956 20th
Congress. It was thus consistent with earlier highly authoritative party statements
(“On the Historical Experience of the Dictatorship of the Proletariat,” People’s Daily
editorial department article, 5 April 1956).
1969 CCP Constitution (Ninth Congress, Beijing, 1–24 April 1969)
“The CCP takes Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Thought as the theoretical
foundation of its guiding ideology. Mao Zedong Thought is the Marxism-Leninism of
the era when imperialism is headed toward total collapse and socialism is headed toward
victory in the entire world.”
中国共产党以马克思主义，列宁主义，毛泽东思想作为指导思想的理论基础。
毛泽东思想是在帝国主义走向全面崩溃，社会主义走向全面世界胜利的时代的
马克思列宁主义。
Notes:
• The formulation “Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Thought” rather than
“Marxism-Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought” may have been intended to elevate
Mao to coequal status as a pioneering contributor to universal communist doctrine
alongside Marx and Lenin rather than to the doctrine’s application in China.
• The second statement underscores the prevailing line that Mao Zedong Thought
applied not just to revolution in China but had universal application.
1973 CCP Constitution (10th Congress, Beijing, 24–28 August 1973)
“The CCP takes Marxism, Leninism, and Mao Zedong Thought as the theoretical
foundation of its guiding ideology.”
中国共产党以马克思主义，列宁主义，毛泽东思想作为指导思想的理论基础.
Notes:
• Identical to 1969 except for dropping the declaration that Mao Zedong Thought had
universal relevance.
1977 CCP Constitution (11th Congress, Beijing, 12–18 August 1977)
“The guiding ideology and theoretical foundation of the CCP is Marxism, Leninism, and
Mao Zedong Thought. The party resolutely opposes revisionism, dogmatism, and
empiricism. The party upholds the worldview of dialectical materialism and historical
materialism and opposes the worldviews of idealism and metaphysics.
“The great leader and teacher Chairman Mao Zedong was the founder of the Chinese
Communist Party and the greatest Marxist-Leninist of the contemporary era. Chairman
Mao integrated the universal truths of Marxism-Leninism with the concrete practice of
revolution, inheriting, protecting and developing Marxism-Leninism in the struggle
against imperialism and the reactionary classes in the country, against both the right and
‘left’ opportunist lines within the party, and against modern revisionism internationally.”
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中国共产党的指导思想和理论基础是马克思主义列宁主义毛泽东思想。党坚持
反对修正主义，反对教条主义和经验主义。党坚持辩证唯物主义和历史唯物主
义的世界观，反对唯心主义和形而上学的世界观。
伟大的领袖和导师毛泽东主席是中国共产党的缔造者，是当代最伟大的马克思
列宁主义者。毛主席把马克思列宁主义的普遍真理和革命的具体实践相结合，
在反对帝国主义和国内反动阶级的斗争中，在反对党内右的和’左’的机会主义
路线的斗争中，在反对国际现代修正主义的斗争中，继承捍卫和发展了马克思
列宁主义.
Notes:
The 11th Congress followed Mao’s death in September 1976 and the purge of the “gang
of four” in October 1976.
1982 CCP Constitution (12th Congress, Beijing, 1–11 September 1982)
“The Chinese Communist Party is the vanguard of the Chinese working class, the loyal
representative of the interests of the people of the various nationalities of China, and the
leading core of the Chinese socialist cause. The ultimate goal of the party is to realize the
social institutions of communism. The Chinese Communist Party takes MarxismLeninism and Mao Zedong Thought as its guide to action.”
中国共产党是中国工人阶级的先锋队，是中国民族人民利益的忠实代表，是中
国社会主义事业的领导核心。党的最终目标是实现共产主义的社会制度。中国
共产党以马克思列宁主义，毛泽东思想作为自己的行动指南.
1987 CCP Constitution (13th Congress, Beijing, 25 October–1 November 1987)
No changes regarding the party’s guiding ideology; several changes in other areas.
1992 CCP Constitution (14th Congress, Beijing, 12–19 October 1992)
No changes regarding the party’s guiding ideology; several changes in other areas.
1997 CCP Constitution (15th CCP Congress, Beijing, 12–18 September 1997)
“The Chinese Communist Party is the vanguard of the Chinese working class, the loyal
representative of the interests of the people of the various nationalities of China, and the
leading core of the Chinese socialist cause. The ultimate goal of the party is to realize the
social institutions of communism. The Chinese Communist Party takes MarxismLeninism, Mao Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping Theory as its guide to action.”
中国共产党是中国工人阶级的先锋队，是中国民族人民利益的忠实代表，是中
国社会主义事业的领导核心。党的最终目标是实现共产主义的社会制度。中国
共产党以马克思列宁主义，毛泽东思想,邓小平理论作为自己的行动指南.
Notes: The congress met following Deng Xiaoping’s death in February 1997.
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2002 CCP Constitution (16th Congress, Beijing, 8–14 November 2002)
“The Communist Party of China is the vanguard both of the Chinese working class and of
the Chinese people and the Chinese nation. It is the core of leadership for the cause of
socialism with Chinese characteristics and represents the development trend of China’s
advanced productive forces, the orientation of China’s advanced culture and the
fundamental interests of the overwhelming majority of the Chinese people. The
realization of communism is the highest ideal and ultimate goal of the Party.” [emphasis
added]
“The Communist Party of China takes Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought, Deng
Xiaoping Theory and the important thought of Three Represents as its guide to action.”
[emphasis added]
中国共产党是中国工人阶级的先锋队，同时是中国人民和中华民族的先锋队是
中国特色社会主义事业的领导核心，代表中国先进生产力的发展要求，代表中
国先进文化的前进方向，代表中国最广大的根本利益。党的最终目标是实现共
产主义。	
 
	
 
中国共产党以马克思列宁主义，毛泽东思想，邓小平理论和’三个代表’重要
思想作为自己的行动指南。	
 
	
 
Notes:
• Jiang Zemin introduced the “three represents” in a speech during a tour of
Guangdong on 25 February 2000 and again in meeting with Shanghai delegates to
the March 2000 NPC session.
• Authoritative Commentator articles in People’s Daily thereafter lauded the “three
represents” as a “scientific summation and formulation” and as “Comrade Jiang
Zemin’s creative application and development of Marxist theory on party-building in
the new era” that “has enriched the treasure house of Marxism-Leninism-Mao
Zedong Thought and Deng Xiaoping Theory.”
• A 22 May 2000 People’s Daily editorial credited the concept to “the party CC with
Comrade Jiang Zemin as the core,” indicating leadership consensus.
• Jiang’s report to the 16th Congress declared that the “three represents” were “the
crystallization of the party’s collective wisdom and a guiding ideology that the party
must follow for a long time to come.”
2007 CCP Constitution (17th Congress, Beijing, 15–21 October 2007)
Identical to the 2002 Constitution with respect to the party’s guiding ideology; but both
the “scientific development concept” and the goal of building a “socialist harmonious
society” were incorporated elsewhere in the constitution preamble. Thus:
“Since the Sixteenth National Congress, the Central Committee of the Party has followed
the guidance of Deng Xiaoping Theory and the important thought of Three Represents
and, by pooling the wisdom of the whole Party to meet new requirements of
development, formulated the scientific development concept, which puts people first and
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calls for comprehensive, balanced and sustainable development. The outlook is a
scientific theory that is in the same line as Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought,
Deng Xiaoping Theory and the important thought of Three Represents and keeps up with
the times. It is an important guiding principle for China’s economic and social
development and a major strategic thought that must be upheld and applied in developing
socialism with Chinese characteristics.”
十六大以来，党中央坚持以邓小平理论和”三个代表”重要思想为指导，根据
新的发展要求，集中全党智慧，提出了以人为本、全面协调可持续发展的科学
发展观。科学发展观，是同马克思列宁主义、毛泽东思想、邓小平理论和”三
个代表”重要思想既一脉相承又与时俱进的科学理论,是我国经济社会发展的
重要指导方针,是发展中国特色社会主义必须坚持和贯彻的重大战略思想。
And:
“The Communist Party of China leads the people in building a harmonious socialist
society.”
	
  中国共产党领导人民构建社会主义和谐社会。	
 
Notes:
• Hu Jintao introduced the formulation of “people-centered” policies as the main
theme of his administration in December 2002, shortly after the 16th Congress.
• Hu introduced the “scientific development concept” in speeches in Ruijin (the site of
Mao Zedong’s soviet base area in the early 1930s) and on an inspection tour in
September and early October 2003.
• The concept was endorsed by the Politburo meeting on 24 November 2004,
according to a Xinhua report, indicating leadership consensus behind it.
• The goal of a “socialist harmonious society” was set down in a resolution on party
governance at the 16th Central Committee’s Fourth Plenum in September 2004. A
major party resolution on the topic was adopted at the 16th Central Committee’s
Sixth Plenum in October 2006.
• Hu Jintao elaborated on the substance of the “scientific development concept” in a
major speech at the Central Party School in February 2005, and it was incorporated
in the party proposals for the 11th Five-Year Plan at the Fifth Plenum in October
2005.
• Thereafter, authoritative commentary stressed the theoretical importance of the
“scientific development concept.” In 2006, for example, the party journal Qiushi
declared that “the scientific development concept is a crystallization of wisdom
achieved by our party in working hard to explore the law of socialist construction,
the law governing the Communist Party’s governance of the country, and the law
governing the development of human society, and it is a continuation, enrichment,
and development of Mao Zedong Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory, and the
important thinking of the “Three Represents” on development.”
2012 CCP Constitution (18th Congress, Beijing, 8–14 November 2012)
“The Communist Party of China is the vanguard both of the Chinese working class and of
the Chinese people and the Chinese nation. It is the leadership core for the cause of
socialism with Chinese characteristics and represents the development demands of
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China’s advanced productive forces, represents the forward direction of China’s
advanced culture, and represents the fundamental interests of the overwhelming majority
of the Chinese people. The realization of communism is the highest ideal and ultimate
goal of the party.”
“The Communist Party of China takes Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought, Deng
Xiaoping Theory, the important thinking of the ‘Three Represents,’ and the scientific
development concept as its guide for action.”
中国共产党是中国工人阶级的先锋队，同时是中国人民和中华民族的先锋队是
中国特色社会主义事业的领导核心，代表中国先进生产力的发展要求，代表中
国先进文化的前进方向，代表中国最广大的根本利益。党的最终目标是实现共
产主义。	
 
	
 
中国共产党以马克思列宁主义，毛泽东思想，邓小平理论’三个代表’重要思
想，和科学发展观作为自己的行动指南。	
 
	
 
And:
Since the 16th Party Congress, the Chinese Communists, with Comrade Hu Jintao as our
chief representative, have followed the guidance of Deng Xiaoping Theory and the
important thinking of the “Three Represents” and, in accordance with the new
requirements for development, profoundly understanding and answering major questions
—such as what kind of development to achieve and how to develop—in the new
situation, formed the people-centered scientific development concept of comprehensive,
coordinated, and sustainable development. The scientific development concept is a
scientific theory that is of the same lineage as Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought,
Deng Xiaoping Theory, and the important thinking of the “Three Represents” and
advances with the times. It is the concentrated embodiment of the Marxist worldview
and methodology regarding development, it is the latest achievement in the sinicization
of Marxism, it is the crystallization of the collective wisdom of the Communist Party of
China, and it is a guiding ideology that must be upheld and applied in developing
socialism with Chinese characteristics.
十六大以来，以胡锦涛同志为主要代表的中国共产党人，坚持以邓小平理论和”
三个代表”重要思想为指导，根据新的发展要求，深刻认识和回答了新形势下实
现什么样的发展、怎么发展等重大问题，形成了以人为本、全面协调可持续发展
的科学发展观。科学发展观，是同马克思列宁主义、毛泽东思想、邓小平理论、”
三个代表”重要思想既一脉相承又与时俱进的科学理论，是马克思主义关于发展
的世界观和方法论的集中体现，是马克思主义中国化最新成果，是中国共产党
集体智慧的结晶，是发展中国特色社会主义必须坚持和贯彻的指导思想。
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Notes
1

See “The Road to the 19th Party Congress,” China Leadership Monitor, no. 51 (30
August 2016).
2
Judging by leadership appearances reported in PRC media, the retreat met for 15 days
beginning on 2 August and closing on the 16th. The 2016 retreat was 15 days, and the
pre-18th Congress 2012 retreat was also 15 days. As in past years, the regionally based
Politburo members (now just Shanghai’s Han Zheng and Guangdong’s Hu Chunhua)
apparently did not attend. Hu Chunhua was reported appearing nearly daily in
Guangdong, on inspection tours of Foshan and other points in the province. Han Zheng
did not appear as regularly, but appeared at least on the 11th and 15th in Shanghai. Some
Beijing-based Politburo members did not attend the full retreat, if at all. Wang Yang
appeared in Beijing on the 2nd and departed for Pakistan on the 13th. PBSC member Yu
Zhengsheng led a delegation that included the PB’s two women (Sun Chunlan and Liu
Yandong) to celebrate the 70th anniversary of the founding of the Inner Mongolian AR in
lovely downtown Hohhot 7–11 August.
3
For the former view, see Maurice Meisner, Mao’s China and After: A History of the
People’s Republic, revised edition (New York: The Free Press, 1986), p. 182. For
alternative views, see Roderick MacFarquhar, The Origins of the Cultural Revolution,
Vol.I: Contradictions among the People, 1956–57 (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1974), pp. 100–107; and Frederick C. Teiwes, “The Establishment and
Consolidation of the New Regime, 1949–-1957,” in Roderick MacFarquhar, ed., The
Politics of China: Sixty Years of the People’s Republic of China (New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2011), p. 74.
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