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T
he leadership transition that is expected
to occur at the 16th Congress of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP)

scheduled for November 2002 is potentially the
most momentous one in the history of the
People’s Republic of China (PRC). If Jiang
Zemin steps down as CCP general secretary
and is succeeded by Hu Jintao, it will be the first
normal transfer of power in the PRC’s history.
In every previous succession, either the incum-
bent has died, been physically incapacitated, or

purged. No Chinese leader before now has ever
freely and peacefully left office and handed it
down to someone else.

The 16th CCP Congress is, therefore, a test
of how far the PRC has come in its political
evolution. If Jiang Zemin retires at age 76 after
two terms as general secretary, it will indicate
that the Chinese polity is becoming more insti-
tutionalized, i.e., that officials—including its top
leaders—are constrained by institutional rules
and procedures. Even by the standard of com-
munist regimes, China’s institutionalization has
been relatively slow. Mao Zedong actively sub-
verted institutionalization, believing that it was a
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ABSTRACT: This Special Report containing seven essays examines China’s leadership transition
around the forthcoming 16th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party. Susan Shirk of
the University of California at San Diego argues that most Chinese officials probably want Jiang
Zemin to retire, and that they will be able to organize collective action to force him to retire if a
prominent official dares to speak out in favor of it. H. Lyman Miller of the U.S. Naval Postgraduate
School cautions that if Hu Jintao fails to succeed Jiang, Beijing’s previous efforts to institutionalize
political processes will suffer a key setback. Gang Lin of the Woodrow Wilson Center predicts that
Jiang is likely to retire from all his current posts, but may find a new institutional base from which
to wield power behind the scenes. Lowell Dittmer of the University of California at Berkeley
observes that Chinese factions today appear to be motivated entirely by the career ambitions—
rather than ideological or policy orientation—of their members. Cheng Li of Hamilton College
discusses the competition between Hu Jintao and Jiang’s closest associate, Zeng Qinghong, finding
they have different political and regional constituencies. David Shambaugh of George Washington
University describes leadership transition in the army, which reflects a continued trend of military
professionalism. Richard Baum of the University of California at Los Angeles maintains that
China’s new leadership may be open to institutional change under intensified sociopolitical stress.
This Special Report provides a timely assessment of leadership transition in China as well as its
implications for the country’s domestic development and international image.
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way to rob him of power and lead China down the
“bourgeois revisionist road.” Mao Zedong’s death in
1976 finally opened the way for the regularization
and normalization of politics.Deng Xiaoping made a
systematic critique of China’s political shortcomings,
including over-concentration of power, patriarchal
methods, and life tenure in leading posts. Under
Deng, a number of significant measures were intro-
duced to enhance institutionalization, including
term limits and retirement ages for government and
Party posts.Yet Deng’s legacy as an institutionalizer
was mixed: he ruled from outside formal institutions
and never held the top Party position, and he never
stepped down until he was physically incapacitated.
Institutionalization has accelerated during the period
of Jiang Zemin’s rule; Jiang holds the top formal
positions in the Party, government, and military and
has used these formal positions to consolidate his
power.Term limits and retirement ages have been
enforced, although Jiang exempted himself from
retirement at the 15th CCP Congress in 1997.Yet
Jiang, like Deng Xiaoping, has appeared ambivalent
about the institutionalization of political leadership.
He recognizes that rules can be used as checks on his
power and patronage.He hedged his bets by not put-
ting in writing the retirement age for Party leaders.

The CCP officials who are authorized to decide
the upcoming succession are well aware that the out-
come will be interpreted by people in China and
abroad as signifying progress, stagnation, or even ret-
rogression. Domestically, if Jiang Zemin refuses to
retire and clings to power, it will aggravate an already
serious legitimacy crisis for the CCP leadership.The

economic dislocations caused by China’s transforma-
tion to a more open market economy have sparked
protests by laid-off workers and hard-pressed farm-
ers.The pervasive rot of official corruption has dis-
credited the Party at every level. People value stabili-
ty and continuity, but their growing sense of alien-
ation from the Party will be intensified if Jiang and
other aging leaders hold on to power.The backlash is
likely to shorten the life span of Party rule in China.
On the other hand, a normal transfer of power will
prolong its life span by giving people confidence that
the Party is headed in the right direction and may
even undertake political reform.

The international reaction to a normal transfer of
power will be positive as well, although its signifi-
cance—regular turnover in an authoritarian sys-
tem—may not be appreciated by foreigners who are
awaiting China’s democratization. In Washington,
the U.S. government would be sad to see Jiang
Zemin go; Jiang has developed a strong personal
investment in a harmonious Sino-American rela-
tionship.Yet, on balance,Washington would prefer to
see Jiang retire and a normal succession occur.
American policymakers have no reason to expect
that Hu Jintao and his peers will make any funda-
mental shifts in foreign policy. Hu also offers a better
chance for the political reforms that will improve
human rights and ease frictions with the United
States. An orderly transition, moreover, will signify a
mature, pragmatic government that we can work
with; not a sclerotic regime on its last legs.

The briefing papers that have been collected in
this Special Report were commissioned for a proj-
ect, “The 16th CCP Congress and Leadership
Transition in China,” co-sponsored by the Asia
Program of the Woodrow Wilson Center and the
University of California system–wide Institute on
Global Conflict and Cooperation. The authors of
the papers presented their views in panel discussions
held in Washington D.C. at the Wilson Center on
September 17, 2002.The papers are designed to help
China watchers in government, the mass media, and
the public understand the leadership transition,
including what is going on behind the scenes and
what are the stakes for China’s future.

The first essay, “The Succession Game,” written
by Susan Shirk, describes the strategic situation
facing the several hundred Party, government, and
military officials who as members of the CCP
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“selectorate” will decide the outcome of the succes-
sion. Jiang wants to remain as leader of the Party; the
majority of the selectorate probably want him to
retire.Yet there are serious risks to organizing collec-
tive action to block Jiang’s effort to retain his posi-
tion. Collective action is very difficult in this situa-
tion unless an individual dares to speak out and
thereby becomes a focal point for the opposition.
Still, in a group of this size, it is likely that someone
will emerge as a focal point for collective action. A
compromise solution may be to allow Jiang, and
perhaps Li Peng and Zhu Rongji as well, to contin-
ue to exercise informal influence over policymak-
ing. As some of the other authors point out, Jiang’s
personal following and stature are far smaller than
Deng’s were; if his role is not institutionalized, his
influence will soon evaporate.

Lyman Miller, in “The 16th Party Congress and
China’s Political Processes,” highlights the very
important implications of the upcoming succession
for the institutionalization of China’s political sys-
tem in the post-Mao era. Hu Jintao has been
groomed to be the next leader of the CCP, and a
generational turnover was expected to occur at the
16th Party Congress. If Jiang Zemin rewrites the
script and retains his position, the effort to institu-
tionalize China’s political processes will have suf-
fered a key setback. Miller places this succession in
the context of the history of China’s institutional
development, which was stunted under Mao and
accelerated under Deng. By clinging to his position,
Jiang will be violating the institutional norms estab-
lished by Deng, a move of profound significance for
the future of Chinese politics.

“Jiang’s Last Card: Empowering the National
Party Congress?” by Gang Lin predicts that Jiang is
likely to give up all his current positions because
institutionalization has progressed to the point that
rules and norms will constrain him. Instead of quiet-
ly retiring, however, Jiang may find a way to contin-
ue his influence through institutional innovation.
Lin suggests that Jiang might have been searching
for a new power base in the National Party
Congress that is to be upgraded from a once-every-
five-years nominating convention to a more perma-
nent and significant body. The result would be a
more gradual transfer of power from Jiang to Hu
over a number of years without reversing the insti-
tutionalization trend.

Lowell Dittmer analyzes the factional landscape
of the succession in “Chinese Factional Politics
Under Jiang.” Factional networks of patron-client
ties have been a pervasive feature of Chinese poli-
tics. The glue that holds a faction together is the
career interests of its members and personal loyalties.
Beyond these interests and loyalties, however, fac-
tions differentiated themselves along ideological
lines under Mao and along policy lines under Deng.
Under Jiang, however, the Chinese elite has come to
a policy consensus (i.e., economic reform and polit-
ical stability), and therefore factions do not divide
along policy lines.As Cheng Li argues later, faction-
al competition is more visible than ever before in
the 16th Party Congress succession, but factions
appear to be motivated entirely by the career ambi-
tions of their members. Dittmer identifies the main
factions as the “Shanghai gang” (or mainstream fac-
tion), the “power” faction, the “old guard,” and Hu
Jintao’s followers. Only the “Shanghai gang” clearly
supports Jiang Zemin’s ploy to retain Party leader-
ship, and the “old guard” and Hu Jintao’s followers
oppose it.

Cheng Li, in “Emerging Patterns of Power
Sharing: Inland Hu vs. Coastal Zeng?” shifts the
focus from the issue of whether or not Jiang Zemin
will retire to the competition between Hu Jintao
and Zeng Qinghong, Jiang’s closest associate who is
head of the CCP Organization Department.Despite
the competition between them, Hu and Zeng have
developed ways of cooperating with one another
and may be able to share power after the succession.
The two appear to have different regional con-
stituencies. Zeng is associated with Jiang Zemin’s
“Shanghai clique,” while Hu has a broader following
based on his past leadership of the Communist
Youth League and his service in two inland
provinces. Li notes that conflicts of interest between
regions and factions are more out in the open than
ever before.

In “The Leadership Succession in the Chinese
Military,” David Shambaugh considers the
changes in military leadership that are expected
when the Central Military Commission (CMC)
meets following the 16th Party Congress. He
describes the new faces and says they reflect the
trend of an increasingly professional People’s
Liberation Army and a “bifurcation” between mili-
tary and political elites in China. China’s politicians
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no longer have career experience in the military;
and military officers have more corporate autonomy
and reduced influence in politics. The two elites
meet only within the CMC. Shambaugh predicts
that Jiang Zemin will be forced to give up not only
his Party and government posts, but his CMC chair-
manship as well.

The implications of leadership succession for
China’s political future are explored by Richard
Baum in “To Reform or to Muddle Through?:The
Challenges Facing China’s Fourth Generation.” It is
impossible to predict on the basis of previous career
patterns or public pronouncements whether the
next generation of leaders will introduce meaning-
ful political reform. In several important cases of
democratization in authoritarian regimes—the
USSR under Mikhail Gorbachev, Taiwan under
Chiang Ching-kuo, and South Korea under General
Chun Doo-hwan—fundamental changes were set
in motion by leaders whose personal and organiza-
tional backgrounds contained little or no hint of
their readiness to induce broad systemic transforma-
tion. The fourth generation’s weak ties to the
regime’s elder statesmen, their lack of complicity in
the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown, and their ideolog-
ical flexibility are encouraging signs that this gener-
ation may be open to institutional change.Whether

such change actually occurs depends on the intensi-
ty of sociopolitical stress as well as the characteristics
of the leadership in the future.

Following the essays are two charts provided by
Cheng Li based on his research on China’s political
elite. One chart provides biographical sketches of
four of the most important members of the fourth
generation who are expected to assume Party and
government leadership positions at the 16th Party
Congress. Another contrasts the characteristics of
the fourth generation with those of the third gener-
ation incumbents.1 These two charts, together with
the seven essays, are aimed at providing a timely
assessment of the ongoing leadership transition in
China as well as its implications for the country’s
domestic development and international image.

ENDNOTE

1. China counts leadership generations since the
1949 revolution. The first generation of leaders
applies to Mao Zedong and his comrades in arms.
The second generation refers to Deng Xiaoping and
those who worked with him after Mao.The third
refers to Jiang Zemin and the present day leadership.
The fourth generation applies to Hu Jintao and the
younger cohort of leaders expected to follow Jiang.
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T
he big question in China’s upcoming con-
test for leadership succession is not which
candidate will win but whether the succes-

sion will occur at all.The incumbent leader, Jiang
Zemin, aged 76, is reluctant to retire and is cam-
paigning to stay on. Up until summer 2002,Vice
President Hu Jintao was treated as the heir apparent;
he visited the United States in that capacity in the
spring. It appeared certain that Jiang would retire
from at least two of his three positions, i.e., Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) general secretary (the top-
most position of power) and state president (a job
with little authority over domestic policy but who
represents China internationally), even if he suc-
ceeded in retaining some influence as chairman of
the Party-led Central Military Commission.Yet, sig-
nificantly, Jiang evades answering questions about
his plans and has never committed publicly to step
down. And by summer 2002, he was campaigning
hard to gain the approval of the 16th CCP Congress
to retain the post of general secretary 

Jiang is not the first leader in China—or in the
world—to believe that he is indispensable or that his
successor is not up to the task. His predecessors Mao
Zedong and Deng Xiaoping both became disen-
chanted with their chosen successors and replaced
them with others. Jiang did not choose Hu Jintao—
Deng Xiaoping did—so his lack of confidence in
Hu is not surprising. Like Mao and Deng, Jiang also
enjoys wielding power and wants to protect his
political legacy. In Jiang’s case, however, he may
believe that if he retires now, his accomplishments
would be insufficient to elevate him to the level of
his predecessors. He may think he needs more time
to cement a legacy by major accomplishments, such
as broadening the social base of the Communist
Party (the objective of his so-called “Three
Represents”), reunifying Taiwan and the Mainland,
or building a constructive strategic partnership with
the United States.

An important factor in the retirement calculus of
Jiang Zemin and other current officials—one that
Mao and Deng never had to worry about—is a
desire to protect themselves and their families from

corruption charges. Jiang and his colleagues are well
aware that in other Asian countries like Indonesia
and South Korea, retirement has meant jail for for-
mer leaders and their relatives. In China’s free-
wheeling semi-marketized economy, having the
backing of Party and government leaders is an
important asset to any venture, and the law does not
clearly specify the line between legitimate and ille-
gitimate political influence.With such a wide gray
area and so much temptation, almost no senior offi-
cial can be considered completely clean. Even if
one behaves honestly, one’s children or relatives may
have succumbed to temptation. In this environ-
ment, anti-corruption campaigns have replaced the
ideological campaigns of the Mao era as the
weapon of choice for elite conflict. All three top
incumbent leaders in China—Jiang, Premier Zhu
Rongji, and National People’s Congress Chairman
Li Peng—have children and other relatives in busi-
ness; all of them are vulnerable to corruption pros-
ecutions. One reason that Jiang prefers to delay
retirement may be that he does not trust Hu Jintao
to protect his family.

The expectation that Jiang would retire as the
head of the Party was based on the belief that
despite his desire to continue in office, he would not
flout the rule that requires Party leaders to retire at
age 70. This rule, established in 1997 as part of
Jiang’s effort to eliminate his rival Qiao Shi, while
not yet formalized in the Party constitution, has
acquired a normative weight that was expected to
deter Jiang.1 (Since government posts have a limit of
two five-year terms, Jiang cannot keep the presiden-
cy without revising the constitution, a step he is less
likely to take.) Chinese and foreign observers have
speculated that Jiang might retain the post of chair-
man of the Central Military Commission because
there is no rule, written or unwritten, that would
require him to resign from it (although as David
Shambaugh notes, such an arrangement would vio-
late the notion that the Party leads the Army).The
possibility that Jiang might retain the pre-eminent
institutional role of general secretary of the CCP
comes as something of a surprise.

The Succession Game
SUSAN SHIRK



Will the CCP allow Jiang Zemin to retain the post
of general secretary and postpone the succession?
Predictions in Chinese politics are hazardous; deci-
sion-making is opaque even to Chinese citizens; PRC
mass media are forbidden from reporting about it.To
understand what is going on behind the screen we
need to consider the nature of the leadership selection
process, the preferences of the elite constituency who
will make the decision, and the strategic context for
their choice. The essence of the situation is: Jiang
wants to stay; the majority of Party officials want him
to go. But will these officials be able to overcome the
difficulties of collective action to organize an effective
movement to force Jiang to retire?

THE LEADERSHIP SELECTION PROCESS

Whether or not Jiang will achieve his desire to retain
the position of CCP general secretary depends on the
approximately 200 members of the Chinese political
elite who constitute China’s “selectorate,” the group
empowered to choose the top Party leaders in
China.2 According to the CCP constitution, the
Central Committee, a body of approximately 200
senior Party, government and military officials, has the
authority to choose the Politburo, the Standing
Committee of the Politburo, and the General
Secretary.This fall when the Party Congress, a group
of approximately 2000 delegates of Party members in
offices, schools, factories, and villages throughout the
country, gathers in Beijing, its main task will be to
elect this new Central Committee,which in turn will
choose the top leaders of the Party.The incumbent
leaders draw up the slate of nominees for the Central
Committee; the slate has up to five percent more
names than slots.3 By and large, however, the mem-
bership of the Central Committee is assigned by job-
slot, with every province’s governor and Party secre-
tary, all government ministers, all heads of Party
departments, all senior PLA generals, and the man-
agers of some of the largest state-owned corporations,
being members.

Much of the preparation work for the Party
Congress occurs at Beidaihe, the seaside resort
where the Chinese political elite gathers each sum-
mer for a series of meetings of the Central
Committee that are attended by some retired offi-
cials as well as the regular members.At Beidaihe, the
slate for the new Central Committee and the draft

political work report that will be submitted to the
Party Congress are discussed; the senior leadership
arrangements are also discussed, at least informally.
Ideally, from Jiang’s point of view, the group at
Beidaihe would have approved his retention of the
general secretary position.A positive decision out of
the enlarged Central Committee at Beidaihe would
probably, but not certainly, be ratified formally by
the Party Congress and the new Central Committee
in the fall.4 Because the meetings at Beidaihe appar-
ently were unable to resolve the succession issue, the
meeting, originally scheduled for September or
October, will be delayed until November.

THE PREFERENCES OF THE SELECTORATE

Although public opinion polls have not yet become
part of China’s political campaigns, China watchers
believe that most members of China’s political elite
want Jiang Zemin to retire and hand over power to
the next generation.

• Younger cohorts of officials, from Hu Jintao and
his colleagues on down, want to move up the
career ladder in the system that still operates
largely by seniority.Waiting another five years,
even another two years, is considered too long.

• Although most officials support Jiang’s policy
positions—i.e., continued economic reform and
opening, good relations with the United States,
and a firm stance on Taiwan—they do not see
any risk that Hu would abandon these positions.

• They appreciate Jiang’s accomplishments, but do
not have great respect for him as an individual. In
their view, Jiang Zemin is no Deng Xiaoping,
whose personal qualities justified bending the
rules to extend his power into his old age.

• Therefore, they prefer an orderly retirement and
transfer of power that will demonstrate to
Chinese and foreigners alike that China is pro-
gressing toward a more institutionalized political
system. Term limits and retirement rules are
themselves a kind of political reform; to flaunt
them would indicate retrogression not progress.

Where might the support for Jiang to remain in
office come from?  Some members of the successor
generation, called the “fourth generation,” owe their
careers to Jiang or have a special relationship with
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him and support his remaining in power. Such
Jiang-supporters undoubtedly are a minority within
the selectorate, however. Not every government
minister, provincial governor, or PLA general who
was appointed during Jiang’s reign sees himself or
herself as a member of a Jiang faction. Of course
every leadership transition means turnover in subor-
dinate positions, creating some career uncertainty
for current officials. But shifts in assignments are
bound to occur as part of the 16th Party Congress
regardless of whether Jiang retires or remains.

Some observers believe that the People’s
Liberation Army (PLA) is supporting Jiang’s cam-
paign to stay on. Military representatives constitute a
significant group within the Central Committee
selectorate. From a broader perspective, the PLA has
an effective veto over the choice of the supreme
Party leader because the military’s loyalty can be
decisive in an internal security crisis like the 1989
Tiananmen protests.The Liberation Army Daily has
been publishing paeans to Jiang’s “Three
Represents.” Echoing the Mao era, it exhorts peo-
ple to “conscientiously study and implement
Chairman Jiang’s thoughts.”5 The PLA has been
favored with budget increases during the Jiang era;
since 1999, it has been given the resources to
upgrade its capabilities to prepare to resolve the
Taiwan issue militarily if need be. The flattering
press appears to signal that the military supports
Jiang’s retention of the general secretary post, or at
least that they want him to continue as chairman of
the Central Military Commission.Another plausible
interpretation, however, is that the PLA is thanking
Jiang for supporting it and giving him a glorious
send-off into retirement.

The other two main groups in the Central
Committee selectorate are the top officials from
government and Party agencies and top provincial
officials. There are no signs of policy differences
between Jiang and Hu Jintao and no signs of a clear
preference on the part of either group between
them. Jiang has been very successful at creating a
broad geographic base of support; he encouraged
the coastal provinces to attract foreign investment
and enter the world market, and at the same time
implemented a massive program of infrastructure
construction in the poorer inland provinces.There
are no indications that provincial leaders from either
region are pro-Jiang or pro-Hu.6

One group that appears to be very pro-Jiang is
private business. Entrepreneurs have flourished eco-
nomically in the Jiang era. Jiang’s current move to
enhance their political status through the “Three
Represents” will make it easier for their businesses
to obtain bank loans and gain other types of policy
support.Yet because private business people have no
seats in the Central Committee, their enthusiasm for
Jiang will have little influence over the succession.

THE NATURE OF THE GAME

The key player in the leadership succession contest
in any authoritarian system is the incumbent leader.
In most systems, he decides when to step down, if at
all; he nominates his successor; and he may still exer-
cise influence from behind the scenes after his
retirement. Even so, he cannot dictate the outcome.
The preferences of the other players in the selec-
torate also have weight.

The ability of the incumbent leader to determine
the succession has become progressively more limit-
ed over time, from Mao’s era, through Deng’s, and to
Jiang’s. Jiang’s limited power is highlighted by the
fact that his several attempts to promote his right-
hand man, Zeng Qinghong, into a position as full
Politburo member were successfully resisted by the
Politburo and the Central Committee. In summer
2001 Jiang’s effort to have his notion of the “Three
Represents” enshrined formally in the CCP consti-
tution provoked a massive debate at the Beidaihe
enlarged Central Committee meetings; objections
stemmed not just from the substance of the idea, but
also from the mode by which Jiang seemed to be
promoting his own cult of personality.

Although he cannot dictate the outcome over
the objections of the rest of the selectorate, Jiang’s
decisions structure the strategic context. Members
of the selectorate are unsure about what his strategy
is. Is he serious about retaining the number-one
position of CCP general secretary? Or is he staking
out a maximalist position to help him win support
for a compromise outcome, i.e., keeping the Central
Military Commission chairmanship from which he
would exercise power from outside the Politburo as
Deng Xiaoping did? Or is he actually ready to retire
but just trying to create leverage to make sure that
Zeng Qinghong becomes part of a fourth genera-
tion triumvirate with Hu Jintao and Wen Jiabao?



Uncertainty about what Jiang actually wants and
what in the end he is likely to achieve complicates
the coordination problem facing the majority of
officials in the selectorate who want Jiang to retire
from all his positions. Communist officials cannot
openly campaign for positions, and because of the
Party’s official myth of unity, officials cannot openly
form blocs or factions. Because the competition for
power is covert and considered illegitimate, individ-
ual officials have very poor information about the
preferences of other officials; members of the selec-
torate are wary of confiding in one another because
they fear betrayal in the service of personal ambi-
tion. Therefore it is impossible to calculate in
advance the votes for and against Jiang’s retirement.
Organizing collective action to block Jiang from
holding on to power is extremely risky because if it
fails and Jiang keeps his power, he will punish those
who participated.This risk of collective action exists
even when the contest is between two possible suc-
cessors; it is much greater when the contest is
between the incumbent leader and a successor.

Hu Jintao has not dared come out into the open
as the presumed successor. He does not refer to his
successor status or his plans for China under his
leadership.Typically, leadership contests are opportu-
nities for policy innovation in authoritarian states.
The contenders differentiate their policy “plat-
forms” in order to build support for a winning
coalition among the groups in the selectorate.What
is striking about this contest is that since Hu needs
to convince Jiang to retire, he has deferentially
echoed all of Jiang’s policy positions; even the most
assiduous Beijingologist cannot identify any policy
differences between the two. Because Hu supervises
the CCP Central Party School and the School’s fac-
ulty has organized a series of projects on topics like
social democracy in Europe and democratic transi-
tions in authoritarian states, people infer that Hu
plans to undertake political reforms, but nothing he
has said himself indicates such leanings.

In the year leading up to the 16th CCP Congress
the central government has put on hold any new
economic reforms that might harm the interests of
groups within the selectorate; government spending
on infrastructure projects (Chinese-style “pork”)
remains high even though the need for fiscal stimu-
lus has diminished; and collection of revenue from
the provinces has been more lax than in the previous

two years. This effort to keep everyone satisfied,
while led by Jiang, has not been criticized by Hu or
by any other senior official.

This strategic context makes it very difficult for
Hu Jintao or anyone else to instigate a collective
effort to force Jiang Zemin to retire. The risks of
confronting Jiang head-on are just too great. It
would be impossible to maintain the secrecy of any
such organized effort; the likelihood of someone
defecting and reporting it to Jiang is very high.
Given these risks, the opposition to Jiang’s continu-
ing in office is probably latent rather than organized.
It awaits the emergence of an individual who speaks
out and thereby becomes a focal point to galvanize
support for Jiang’s retirement.

How might such a scenario unfold?  Jiang Zemin
has most likely orchestrated a series of speakers to
stand up at Beidaihe and at the 16th CCP Congress
to propose that Jiang remain in the general secretary
post because of the pressing need to maintain stabil-
ity in the next few years. Perhaps the speakers will
point to the challenges of managing the economic
dislocations of WTO membership and preventing
Taiwan independence as the exigencies requiring
Jiang to stay on.

The key question, then, is who might have the
political courage to rise and speak in favor of Jiang’s
retirement and become the focal point for collective
action? The speech would have to frame the issue in
broad terms—advocating that everyone over 70 step
down to enjoy their richly deserved retirement with
their families or stressing the importance of the
institutionalization within the Party initiated by
Deng Xiaoping—not as a question of Jiang’s retire-
ment per se.The effectiveness of the speech would
be enhanced if the speaker himself were viewed as
being motivated by the collective interest of the
Party instead of self-interest.Two individuals who
might speak up and spark effective resistance are Li
Ruihuan and Zhu Rongji. Li Ruihuan, former
mayor and Party secretary of Tianjin and current
head of the relatively powerless body, the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference, is the
only member of the third generation of leaders cur-
rently in the Standing Committee of the Politburo
who is under 70 and therefore does not have to
retire. His contempt for Jiang Zemin is well known,
which might undercut the persuasiveness of his
advocacy of Jiang’s retirement. But, if he cast his
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brief as an argument in favor of all members of the
third generation—including himself—retiring and
handing down authority to Hu Jintao and the
fourth generation, his gesture of sacrificing his own
ambition would put pressure on Jiang to do the
same.

Premier Zhu Rongji also would make an effec-
tive case if he rose to advocate in favor of everyone
in the third generation retiring. For some time, he
has indicated that he looks forward to his own
retirement. And as Jiang Zemin’s second in com-
mand, he has learned how to bury his own ambition
in deference to Jiang.A Zhu Rongji motion for the
entire third generation to retire could succeed in
turning the process around.

Jiang Zemin appears to have been trying to align
the interests of Li Peng, head of the Standing
Committee of the National People’s Congress and
number two in the Party rankings, and the interests
of Zhu Rongji, with his own interests (he probably
considers Li Ruihuan as lost cause). If he can coopt
these key third generation leaders, then he can lower
the odds that they will challenge his effort to post-
pone retirement. If Jiang declines to retire and con-
tinues to exercise power, then Li Peng and Zhu
Rongji could do the same.7 Even if Jiang does step
down from the general secretary position and tries
to exercise power from the chairmanship of the
Central Military Commission, then he would
expect to include Li Peng and Zhu Rongji in a
semi-formal group of new elders modeled on the
Deng Xiaoping arrangement that lasted until 1995.
During 2001, there were rumors that Jiang was crit-
icizing Vice Premier Wen Jiabao, Zhu’s chosen suc-
cessor as premier and top economic decision-
maker; if Wen were discredited and Zhu believed
there was no one capable of taking over the reins of
the economic reforms, then he might be willing to
join Jiang in delaying retirement.

Whether or not there will be a succession this
year in China depends on whether a senior figure,
such as Li Ruihuan or Zhu Rongji, has the courage
to speak out in favor of retirement, expressing open-
ly the view that is held by the silent majority of the
selectorate, and galvanizing collective action to force
Jiang to retire. Even a statement by a more junior
member of the selectorate might be enough to spark
the group to stand up to Jiang. Despite the risks, the

odds of someone emerging from this group of sev-
eral hundred officials to advocate the retirement of
the third generation are high.

The awkwardness of directly confronting the
ambitions of the authoritarian leader is so great,
however, that it is very likely that someone subse-
quently will propose the face-saving solution that
the new leaders continue to consult with and be
guided by the wisdom of Jiang and the other retir-
ing Party veterans.As the essays by Gang Lin, Lowell
Dittmer and Cheng Li note, however, Jiang’s per-
sonal following and stature are far smaller than
Deng’s were. If his role is not institutionalized by the
creation of an organization similar to the previous
Central Advisory Commission and a rule that Party
documents must be passed to and approved by it, his
influence will soon evaporate.

ENDNOTES

1.According to press reports, another part of the
1997 deal was an informal commitment by Jiang to
retire in 2002, at the end of his second term as CCP
general secretary. See Xinbao (Hong Kong),
September 10, 2001, 9.

2. Susan L. Shirk, The Political Logic of China’s
Economic Reform (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1993).

3.The size of the Central Committee is not fixed
and is determined each time by the incumbent lead-
ers.

4.The present Central Committee is likely mar-
ginally more pro-Jiang than the next one will be.

5. Jiefangjun Bao editorial,August 1, 2002.
6. In the lead up to the CCP Congress many

provincial leadership posts have been filled by new-
comers who appear to have ties to Jiang and his
close associate Zeng Qinghong; but many other
newcomers appear to have ties to Hu Jintao. Both
Zeng and Hu have had considerable authority over
personnel-based appointments in recent years.

7. Li Peng has never appeared anxious to retire
and now he sees his own fate as linked to Jiang’s.
During the year before the 16th CCP Congress he
has been uncharacteristically silent, declining to
criticize Jiang or Zhu for any policy failings, in an
apparent effort to bolster rather than undercut
Jiang’s efforts to perpetuate his power.
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T
he leadership succession widely expected to
take place at the 16th National Congress of
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) this

November is the centerpiece of a broader effort
begun by Deng Xiaoping two decades ago to insti-
tutionalize China’s political processes along more
stable and predictable routines. Preparations for the
anticipated succession of Hu Jintao to Jiang Zemin
as China’s top Party, state, and military leader at the
16th Party Congress and at a session of China’s par-
liament next year began a full decade ago. Rumors
recently circulating in Beijing and reported by
Hong Kong and foreign media suggest, however,
that Hu’s succession may be delayed or may not take
place at all. If so, the effort to institutionalize China’s
political processes will have suffered a key setback.

PREPARING HU

Neither public comments by China’s leaders nor
PRC media have ever explicitly stated that Hu
Jintao is Jiang Zemin’s successor as China’s top
leader. It has nevertheless long been apparent that
Hu has been groomed to become the “core leader”
of an emerging “fourth generation” of leaders due
to take over running China at the upcoming Party
congress. Hu’s successor status has been clear from
several steps over the past decade:

• At the Central Committee plenum immediately
following the 14th Party Congress in 1992, pre-
sumably at the behest of Deng Xiaoping, Hu was
given a seat on the seven-member Politburo
Standing Committee, the key decision-making
body among the top leadership. Hu had not pre-
viously served on the Politburo. His only previ-
ous service in central institutions had been as first
secretary of the Communist Youth League in the
mid-1980s, preceding postings as Party chief in
Guizhou and then in Tibet. In the latter post, he
rarely appeared in Lhasa, and in the year before
the 1992 Party congress, he was reportedly in

Beijing assisting Jiang Zemin in the process of
selecting candidates nominated for the new
Central Committee.

• Hu was also appointed in 1992 to the Party
Secretariat, the key body that coordinates imple-
mentation of Politburo decisions in the Party, and
other institutions of China’s political system. On
the Secretariat, Hu served as the body’s executive
secretary, aiding Jiang in running the Party appa-
ratus, a role that enabled Hu to begin to establish
network of personal ties throughout the Party. In
that capacity, Hu also managed the process of
selecting candidates for the Central Committee
elected at the 15th Party Congress in 1997.

• In 1993, Hu was appointed president of the
Central Party School, which trains rising Party
leaders, giving Hu a further opportunity to estab-
lish ties within the Party. In presiding over the
Central Party School, Hu has been aided by
Executive Vice President Zheng Bijian—a liberal
Party theoretician and former personal secretary
to Party General Secretaries Hu Yaobang and
Zhao Ziyang in the 1980s. Under Hu’s leader-
ship, the Central Party School in the 1990s
emerged as an important arena of intra-Party
debate over major questions concerning the
Party, including political reform of the Party
itself.

• At the 1997 15th Party Congress, Hu was re-
elected to the Politburo Standing Committee,
moving up from seventh-ranking member to
fifth.

• At the Ninth National People’s Congress (NPC)
in 1998, Hu was appointed PRC vice president,
making him the second-ranking leader in China’s
state protocol behind PRC President Jiang
Zemin. In that role, Hu could begin to establish
greater international visibility than had been the
case when he was exclusively a Party leader. He
began more routinely to meet visiting foreign
state leaders and tour foreign countries as a
Chinese state leader. Since 1998, Hu has toured
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extensively, including high-profile trips through
Russia and Europe in 2001 and his visit to
Washington in the spring this year.

• In 1999, Hu was appointed vice chairman of the
Party Central Military Commission, second only
to Chairman Jiang Zemin.

Although Hu Jintao has never been explicitly
named successor to Jiang Zemin, his steady ascent
close to the very top of China’s political system
bespeaks a clear and coordinated effort over the past
ten years to prepare him to do so.

INSTITUTIONALIZING SUCCESSION IN

CHINA’S POLITICS

Leadership succession has long been recognized as
the Gordian knot in communist political systems.
No major communist country has succeeded in
planning the orderly succession of a new top leader
to replace a retiring aging one. Instead, leadership
succession has universally triggered by the death of
the paramount leader or his outright removal at the
hands of conspiring peers, prompting sometimes
ferocious power struggles among competing succes-
sors.

The PRC’s record up through much of the Deng
Xiaoping era has been typical in this respect.Both of
Mao Zedong’s designated successors, Liu Shaoqi and
Lin Biao, fell afoul of the power struggles during the
Cultural Revolution. The authority of his actual
successor, the previously little known Hua Guofeng,
unraveled almost immediately, leading to his loss of
control over the Party agenda to Deng Xiaoping in
less than two years and his formal replacement by
Hu Yaobang as Party chairman in 1981.

Even while establishing himself as paramount
leader in the late 1970s and early 1980s, Deng,
already in his late 70s, chose not to occupy the top
formal posts in China’s Party and state hierarchies
himself. Instead, he delegated these positions to
younger lieutenants whose commitment to his
reform agenda would ensure policy continuation as
he passed from the scene. The first of these, Hu
Yaobang, became Party general secretary in 1980,
but he was nevertheless removed from that position
amid a leadership battle over “bourgeois liberaliza-
tion” in 1987. Deng’s replacement for Hu, Zhao
Ziyang, lasted as general secretary for only two years

and fell from power amid the leadership split attend-
ing the Tiananmen crisis in 1989. Deng’s third
attempt was to designate the top Party leader to
Jiang Zemin, who was installed as general secretary
in June 1989 and who succeeded in retaining his
post despite Deng’s passing in 1997.

Hu’s planned succession to Jiang is arguably the
centerpiece of a comprehensive effort by Deng
Xiaoping to institutionalize China’s leadership poli-
tics into stable, predictable routines and to establish
procedures for orderly retirement of leaders and for
promotion of their replacements. Deng’s persistence
in this respect underscores the fundamental differ-
ences between his agenda as paramount leader and
Mao Zedong’s.

For Mao, the foremost object of CCP rule was
China’s social transformation according to his essen-
tially Stalinist understanding of Marxist-Leninist
ideals. In Mao’s view, the CCP is an agent of contin-
uing class warfare under Chinese socialism.
Economic progress would follow from the Party’s
focus on class struggle. Institutions at best are tem-
porary; at worst, they become obstacles in the way
of society’s advance toward communism, justifying
their overthrow at the hands of an aroused proletari-
at and its allies.The institutions and orderly process-
es of the CCP itself could become corrupted by the
privileges of power and status, in Mao’s view, an
evolution he sought to abort through the Cultural
Revolution (1966-1976).

For Deng Xiaoping, the foremost object of CCP
rule was China’s economic modernization under
socialism. The fundamental role of the CCP, in
Deng’s view, was as a manager of modernization. In
that regard, orderly institutional processes and orga-
nizational discipline were essential. Mao’s inherent
anti-institutionalism and the endless political strug-
gles and turmoil it spawned during his years, in
Deng’s view, detracted from the effort to build
China’s prosperity and power and had to be pre-
vented.

Therefore, Deng’s agenda for institutionalizing
leadership politics emerged at the very beginning of
his time as paramount leader and characterized
Chinese politics throughout his era. Most broadly,
several emphases emerged:

• Institutional proliferation. Deng promoted the
restoration of old institutions obliterated in the
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Cultural Revolution and the creation of new
ones suited to the tasks of China’s economic
modernization. The Party Secretariat was re-
established in 1980 to coordinate systematic
implementation of Politburo decisions. The
Central Committee department structure was
expanded to accommodate old and new roles.
The National People’s Congress system resumed
normal patterns of operation, and a system of
functional and procedural sub-committees was
elaborated to facilitate processes of legislation
aborted since the late 1950s. State Council min-
istries, commissions, and agencies proliferated as
the Chinese state began increasingly to take over
regulatory rather than revolutionary roles in
China’s economy and society. Provincial revolu-
tionary committees created in the late 1960s
were abolished in favor of restored provincial
Party committees, people’s congresses, and peo-
ple’s governments.

• Regularization of institutional process. Deng re-
established orderly process to China’s politics.
The Party Central Committee resumed regular
operation, meeting at least once a year as mandat-
ed by the Party constitution, in contrast to its
sporadic convocation over the last 15 years of
Mao’s leadership.The NPC resumed annual ses-
sions in 1979, and its Standing Committee
resumed regular meetings through the course of
the calendar year. Throughout the Deng and
Jiang years, Party congresses and new NPCs have
met fastidiously according to the five-year sched-
ule stipulated by the Party and PRC constitu-
tions. Both documents were themselves exten-
sively revised in 1982 to incorporate Deng’s
emphasis on orderly institutional process. In con-
junction with the restored routines of top Party
and state institutions, processes of economic
planning, budget review, and legislation drafting
followed in step. More broadly, Mao’s preferred
mechanism of mass campaigns was abandoned in
favor of routinized pursuit of regime goals
through organizational processes.

• Institutional discipline. Regularization of institu-
tional processes in turn mandated explicit stipula-
tions and informal norms of leader and cadre
behavior. The 1982 Party constitution strongly
enunciated the obligations of Party members to
organization discipline. Previously, in 1980, the

Party adopted a lengthy code of cadre behavior.
The personality cult around Mao Zedong was
dismantled, and efforts to establish new leader-
ship personality cults—as Hua Guofeng had
attempted, by combing his hair like Mao’s and
publicizing “Quotations from Chairman Hua” in
the Party newspaper People’s Daily—were for-
mally banned in 1980.The late-1950s project of
establishing codes of socialist law was resumed,
producing the PRC’s first criminal code in 1979
and setting forth other categories of codes there-
after.The remnants of Lin Biao’s clique and the
“Gang of Four” were put on public trial in late
1980 and early 1981, as if to underscore that even
the top leaders of the CCP itself were liable to
the strictures of law. Meanwhile, under Deng’s
leadership a style of collective leadership gradual-
ly emerged under which leaders have maintained
a consistent facade of public unity despite their
undoubtedly profound private differences over
policy and power, contrasting starkly with the
open factionalism of the later Mao era.

• Transformation of political discourse. Under Deng
Xiaoping, the language of politics changed.The
jargon commending disorder, struggle, and class
warfare evaporated from Chinese political dis-
course, as one by one the Maoist slogans of the
Cultural Revolution era were explicitly discred-
ited. In their place has emerged a discourse
focused on stability, reform, and interest—all
three of which were previously dirty words in the
Marxist-Leninist lexicon.

In conjunction with these broader institutional-
izing reforms, Deng took a number of steps with
respect to leadership succession.These included:

• Leadership term and age limits. For top posts in the
state hierarchy, the 1982 PRC constitution stipu-
lated fixed limits of not more than two five-year
terms for PRC president, NPC chairman, and
State Council premier. Over the Deng era,
mandatory retirement ages were established for a
variety of state posts, such as ministers of the State
Council. In the Party, no such term limits were
established for top Party posts.But the 1982 Party
constitution did specify that no leader is “entitled
to lifelong tenure” and called on Party leaders to
be ready to retire for reasons of age and ill health.
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In the 1990s, an internal Party rule was adopted
that, with the exception of the “core leader,”
requires candidates under consideration for
Politburo appointment not exceed 70 years of
age and that those on the Politburo older than 70
be prepared to retire at the next Party congress.
Under this rule, all six leaders aged 70 or older on
the Politburo and Secretariat (but excluding
Jiang) did in fact retire at the 1997 Party con-
gress, including then NPC Chairman Qiao Shi,
who apparently sought to retain a high-level
post.

• Retirement of revolutionary veterans. Deng pressed
for the retirement of the generation of veteran
revolutionaries who founded the CCP to which
he and Mao both belonged. The 12th Party
Congress in 1982 established a Party Central
Advisory Commission to provide an institutional
platform from which retiring veterans could con-
tinue to offer advice to younger leaders taking
over day-to-day leadership roles. Although most
top-level veterans did not move onto this new
body in 1982, they did so soon after.At a nation-
al Party conference in 1985 and the 13th Party
Congress in 1987, almost all of the revolutionary
elders dropped off the Politburo, including Deng
himself. Deng gave up his remaining posts as
Party and state Central Military Commission
chairman in 1989.The younger leaders contin-
ued to defer to the revolutionary elders even after
they left the Politburo. But with the attrition of
that unique revolutionary generation, the author-
ity of Party institutions became more firmly
established.

• Generational turnover. In place of the retiring revo-
lutionary generation, Deng promoted a younger
“third generation” of leaders whose administra-
tive careers and technical skills suited his policy
agenda of modernization.These leaders, among
whom Jiang Zemin was designated “core leader,”
consolidated their position at the top of China’s
political order at the 14th Party Congress in 1992
and the Eighth NPC in 1993. Compared to the
25 leaders installed on the Politburo around
Deng Xiaoping at the 1982 Party congress, the
group of 24 leaders appointed around Jiang
Zemin at the 1997 Party congress were on aver-
age nine years younger.They included 17 who
had university degrees—mostly in engineering—

as opposed to none holding university degrees
among the leaders around Deng in 1982.All had
established their political careers after the 1949
revolution in the institutional hierarchies of the
PRC itself; most hailed from, or had risen to
prominence in, the coastal provinces associated
with Deng’s reforms. By contrast, 23 of the 25
leaders around Deng had been career revolution-
aries, joining the CCP before the Long March.

WHAT’S AT STAKE AT THE 16TH PARTY

CONGRESS

The institutionalizing reforms of the Deng era gen-
erally and the provisions Deng established with
respect to leadership retirement and succession cre-
ated a powerful set of precedents against which the
actions of China’s current leaders leading into the
upcoming 16th Party Congress may be judged. In
particular:

• Hu Jintao’s decade-long preparation for succes-
sion as “core leader” of an emerging fourth gen-
eration of top leaders at the upcoming 16th Party
Congress is the centerpiece of Deng’s attempt to
crack the hard nut of institutionalized, orderly
leadership succession. Jiang is constitutionally
mandated to step down as PRC president at the
10th NPC next year. No Party stipulation man-
dates his stepping down as Party general secretary
at any point, and Deng’s own retention of the
post of Central Military Commission chairman
after leaving the Politburo also provides a limited
precedent for Jiang to retain that post for some
time. But Deng’s efforts, implicit media treatment
of Hu Jintao, and comments by PRC leaders—
including Jiang himself—to foreign visitors have
created the expectation he will step down as
Party and state leader and eventually as Central
Military Commission chairman.

• On the basis of the precedents created by Deng
and the internal Party rule regarding retirement
from the Politburo at age 70, 10 current members
of the Politburo—including NPC Chairman Li
Peng and Premier Zhu Rongji—in addition to
Jiang are slated to retire in favor of younger
fourth generation leaders, along with Hu Jintao.
Over the past year, some of these leaders have
strongly hinted that they expect to retire.
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Recent rumors reported in the Hong Kong and
foreign press, however, assert that Jiang is balking at
his pending retirement. If true, the reasons for Jiang’s
hesitation may only be speculated about thus far:
second thoughts about waning political influence
after retirement; mounting concern over the evi-
dently deep-seated resistance to his “Three
Represents” strategy of sustaining Party power by
co-opting emerging economic, technical, and social
elites; a tactical effort to gain higher positions for his
cronies in exchange for his retirement; concern
about uncertainties in the international environ-
ment; or all of these and others together.

If, in the end, Jiang does not retire as Party gener-
al secretary and perhaps as Central Military
Commission chairman, his actions will constitute a
severe blow to the progress of institutionalizing pol-
itics in China that Deng attempted to foster and
from which Jiang personally benefited.

• Hu’s failure to succeed Jiang will appear the product
of the kind of power struggle that has always been
the case in communist systems everywhere. Jiang
will increasingly look like “China’s Brezhnev,” and

he will appear less as the leader who took Deng’s
institutionalizing agenda beyond what Deng him-
self could accomplish.The aborted succession at the
16th Party Congress will stand as powerful evidence
that China’s politics are not nearly as stable as hoped
and invite renewed, and perhaps lasting doubts
among Chinese and foreigners alike.

• In addition, Jiang’s hesitancy to retire at the
upcoming 16th Party Congress will invite other
leaders to propose their continued active service
instead of retirement. Zhu Rongji, for example,
might point out that he has served only a single
term as premier and is eligible to serve another.
Li Peng might find support for a new term on
the Politburo among conservative members of
the Party rank and file who oppose the “Three
Represents” transformation of the Party.

From the longer perspective of the evolution of
China’s political order from personal to institutional
rule over the past two decades, the political stakes at
the 16th Party Congress are high.The Congress may
well turn out to be a critical turning point in the
long-term fortunes of the CCP.
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L
eadership transition in China is less trans-
parent and more unpredictable than that in
liberal democracies.1 In the absence of

political transparency ordinary people living in
China can talk only covertly about the upcoming
leadership transition, in contrast to the fevered spec-
ulations among China watchers outside the main-
land over the past year or so.2 Because of Jiang’s core
position among Party leaders, discussion of China’s
leadership transition has inevitably focused on
whether Jiang will retire from his current positions,
with two principal scenarios dominating the specu-
lations. One popular prediction of Jiang’s future role
in Chinese politics is the “non-retirement” scenario.
Under such a scenario, General Secretary Jiang,
while maintaining his position as chairman of the
Central Military Commission (CMC), would also
continue to serve as Party boss, either by retaining
his current title, or resurrecting and assuming the
post of the Party chairmanship while yielding the
devalued general secretaryship to Hu Jintao.
Another popular prediction is the “half-retirement”
scenario, i.e., Jiang would cling to his military lead-
ership while giving up other Party positions. It is
argued that Jiang could easily follow the precedent
of Deng Xiaoping, who resigned from the Politburo
in 1987 but continued to serve as CMC chairman
until 1989. Even if Jiang gives the CMC chairman-
ship to Hu, observers note that he could remain de
facto military chief, just as the late Deng did between
1989 and 1994.3

This essay argues that Jiang is more likely to
transfer all his current posts to Hu than he is to retain
some of them. Regardless of Jiang’s personal desires,
he is constrained by institutional rules (formal and
informal) and unwritten norms developed in the
1990s.This does not mean that Jiang will complete-
ly lose his political influence after the 16th National
Party Congress in November 2002. For one thing,
Jiang’s idea of the “Three Represents” will be
enshrined in the Party constitution by the 16th
Congress, serving as a new ideological guideline for

the Party. Moreover, Jiang might very well find a
new institutional base for himself, which will serve
to dilute Hu’s authority and ensure a gradual trans-
fer of power over a number of years. One possible
option for Jiang is to empower the National Party
Congress by upgrading it from an “electoral col-
lege” and a rubber stamp for endorsing revisions to
the Party constitution into an ultimate decision-
making body. After all, in every political system the
elite always has the option of innovating institutions
to better achieve its interests.

INSTITUTIONAL CONSTRAINTS—
SIGNIFICANCE OF INFORMAL RULES AND

UNWRITTEN NORMS

Although no specific regulation on the term limit of
Party general secretary and CMC chairman has
been written into the Party constitution, informal
rules may be at work. As the government positions
of president, State Council premier and National
People’s Congress (NPC) chairman are all subject to
a two-term limit constitutionally, the Party probably
also has an informal rule or unwritten norm about
the term limit of its top posts. In fact, since the end
of the Cultural Revolution, no Party leader or mili-
tary head has ever stayed in his office after two full
terms.4 Jiang would not be likely to break this
precedent and undermine Deng Xiaoping’s previous
efforts to abolish the lifetime term of office for Party
leaders. Breaking the precedent would also damage
Jiang’s image as a reformer in PRC history, not to
mentioning provoke a possible reaction within the
Party.

Another institutional constraint on Jiang’s ambi-
tion comes from an informal age limit for Party and
government officials.While this rule is more strictly
practiced at the provincial/ministerial level than the
higher level, the retirement of Qiao Shi from the
Standing Committee of the Party’s Politburo and
the chairmanship of the NPC in his seventies fol-
lowing the 15th National Party Congress in 1997

Jiang’s Last Card: Empowering the
National Party Congress?
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has set a precedent that Jiang is expected to follow.
In fact, strict adherence to this rule on the age for
retirement would have required Jiang to resign from
his posts too following the same Congress five years
ago.He was then exempted because he held the pre-
eminent position in the Party. At the age of 76, if
Jiang wants to continue as an exception, he is likely
to confront strong opposition within the Party and
encourage other veterans to follow his example and
remain on the Politburo’s Standing Committee—
thereby creating new tension between the third and
fourth generation leaders.

Moreover, if Jiang retains his general secretary-
ship and CMC chairmanship while giving up the
presidency, the new president would have to adjust
his role in state affairs and redefine his relations with
the general secretary as well as with the premier.
Institutionally, the PRC presidency has been greatly
empowered since 1993 by the present arrangement,
in which Jiang occupies a trinity of positions and
thereby serves as “core leader.” Around him, the
other two top Party leaders in 1993, Li Peng and
Qiao Shi, concurrently served as premier and NPC
chairman.This 1993 institutional innovation—or, to
be more precise, restoration of early practice in
PRC history—has been conceptualized as “anchor-
ing Party leadership to the government”(yu dang yu
zheng, or jiandang yu zheng).5 The Ninth NPC in
1998 followed this unwritten norm, with General
Secretary Jiang retaining the presidency, Li obtaining
the NPC chairmanship, and Zhu Rongji taking the
premiership.

“Anchoring Party leadership to the government”
by having the top Party leaders serve in the top gov-
ernment positions is consistent with the Party’s tra-
dition and ruling principle. After establishment of
the PRC, Party Chairman Mao Zedong concur-
rently served as the state head from 1949 to 1959.
Party Vice Chairman Liu Shaoqi served as NPC
chairman between 1954 and 1959, and Zhou Enlai,
another vice chairman of the Party, retained the pre-
miership of the State Council until he died in 1976.
One of the most dramatic institutional changes in
the history of the PRC was the abolition of the state
presidency during the Cultural Revolution, a period
when government offices were overwhelmingly
replaced by “revolutionary committees” or “Party
core groups” (dang de hexin xiaozu) in the name of
enhancing the Party’s unitary leadership (yiyuanhua

lingdao). Consequently, the premiership became the
most influential of government positions. Since
1993, however, the state presidency has resumed its
supreme status over the premiership within the gov-
ernment because it has been held by General
Secretary Jiang.

“Separating the Party from the government”
(dangzheng fenkai) was once an important norm, but
it has been rarely mentioned since 1990. Practice of
this norm can be traced to 1959 when Mao gave the
PRC presidency to Liu Shaoqi and maintained
Party and CMC chairmanships himself. With this
arrangement, Mao remained the paramount leader
on the “second front,” while Liu, as the Party’s num-
ber two leader, took care of day-to-day state affairs
on the “first front”—an institutional design and
precedent that probably inspired Deng’s reform
blueprint of Party-government separation proposed
in the 1980s. However, the uneasy relationship
between Mao and Liu ended up with Liu’s dismissal
as president during the Cultural Revolution.
Because of the institutional tension between Party
chairman and PRC president, as well as Mao’s
inability to serve as state head for more than two
terms, the abolition of the state presidency became
his best choice.This was why Lin Biao’s attempt to
restore the presidency only made Mao more suspi-
cious of his own designated successor and con-
tributed to Lin’s sudden downfall in 1971. Despite
Deng’s efforts to separate the Party’s role from that
of government, it is in fact difficult to draw a fine
line between the two institutions. Functional ambi-
guity between the Party and the government creat-
ed power conflicts between the Party general secre-
tary and the premier throughout the 1980s. This
institutional friction has changed considerably since
the state presidency was attached to the general sec-
retaryship in 1993.

According to past experience and lessons, if the
presidency is once again detached from the general
secretaryship, it is likely to create new institutional
tension as well as power conflicts between Jiang and
Hu Jintao, should Jiang continue to cling to his cur-
rent two key positions in the Party and military.
Interestingly, periods in which one core leader
assumed all three positions—the 1950s and the
1990s—were notable for relative lack of political
tension.Thus from the perspective of “path depend-
ency,” which emphasizes the impact of past choice
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on current institutions, it seems more likely that the
Chinese elite will continue to follow the informal
norm of “anchoring Party leadership to the govern-
ment.” To change current norms appears at odds
with the Party’s goals of realizing institutionaliza-
tion, standardization and procedural formalization
(zhiduhua, guifanhua, chengxuhua) of socialist demo-
cratic politics, as Jiang stressed in his May 31, 2002
speech. In fact, there are no signs in Chinese media
and official speeches indicating Beijing is going to
resurrect the norm of “separating the Party from the
government,” which would be useful to justify
Jiang’s clinging to the general secretaryship without
the presidency after the 16th Party Congress.

It might look easier for Jiang to retain the CMC
chairmanship than the general secretaryship, making
the “half-retirement” scenario more credible than
the “non-retirement” one. Proponents of the “half-
retirement” scenario assume that military leadership
is the core of political power in China, and that it is
most difficult to transfer military power from one
leader to another.They also perceive China’s military
power structure as a unique kingdom independent
from civil institutions and norms, operated strictly by
the rules of discipline, hierarchy, seniority, war expe-
rience and long-time personal ties. However, Jiang’s
retaining the CMC chairmanship alone would be
obviously at odds with the basic principle of “the
Party commands the gun,” in addition to breaking
informal rules on the age limit and the unwritten
norms on the term limit for Party leaders. Except for
the period between 1981 and 1989, when Deng
served as CMC chairman without taking the Party’s
top post, the CMC chairmanship has been closely
attached to the Party’s supreme leadership in PRC
history (e.g., Mao between 1949 and 1976, Hua
Guofeng between 1976 to 1981, and Jiang from
1989 on). It will be difficult for Jiang to gain accept-
ance for following Deng’s precedent. Deng’s prestige
among the military men came from his longtime
revolutionary wartime experience. By contrast, Jiang
does not have that kind of personal prestige, and his
connections with the army began only when he
took up the CMC chairmanship after he became
Party general secretary.6 Leadership consolidation
and the continued process toward military profes-
sionalism during the 1990s have reshaped civil-mili-
tary relations, making it more difficult for Jiang to
maintain military power after two terms of service.

Although Chinese politics is still incompletely
institutionalized, informal rules and unwritten
norms nevertheless constrain Jiang in his efforts to
cling to his current posts. Unlike Deng who could
maintain his paramount leadership without any for-
mal positions after 1989, Jiang must search for a new
institutional base for himself if he wants to maintain
his influence after the 16th Party Congress.

SEARCHING FOR A NEW INSTITUTIONAL

BASE—PARTY CONGRESS EMPOWERED

Jiang Zemin clearly is reluctant to relinquish power
completely, having dropped no hints this year that
he will retire at the 16th National Party Congress.7

Such an unusual silence does not suggest that there
will be a clear-cut leadership transition from the
third to fourth generation.While the official media
in China has spotlighted members of new leader-
ship—including Hu Jintao, Zeng Qinghong, Wen
Jiabao and Luo Gan—in recent months, it has kept
from using the term “fourth generation leaders”
since the beginning of this year, suggesting an inter-
mediate political framework accommodating both
the third and fourth generations might be under
consideration. There are also hints that Jiang is
searching for a new power platform created through
institutional innovation (zhidu chuangxin).

Institutional innovation is a term first endorsed
by Jiang in his speech during ceremonies of the 80th
anniversary of the CCP on July 1, 2001.The term
has gained popularity in China’s official speeches
and academic discourse since then.The Party elite is
trying to appear reform-minded while sustaining its
rule by developing new institutions from inside the
old system. In terms of political reform, they now
apparently seek to develop “within-Party democra-
cy” (dangnei minzhu) through the strengthening of
the existent institutions of Party congresses and
Party committees at central and local levels. This
idea is fully elaborated in a book entitled A Great
Platform for Party Construction in the New Century—
Instruction to Studying General Secretary Jiang Zemin’s
July 1 Speech, co-authored by theorists and professors
in the Central Party School. Some of the book’s
main arguments are as follows:

• To improve the Party Congress system is funda-
mental to developing democratic centralism
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within the Party. The Party Congress system
should be as essential to the Party as the NPC
system is to the state.

• At any given level, the Party Congress is the most
important body, with power to decide crucial
issues (zhongda shiwu) and supervise other Party
organizations.

• The Party Congress should convene annual
meetings, just as the NPC has done.

• Meeting regulations and operation procedures
must be improved to ensure good discussion at
the Party Congress.

• The Party Committee should make policies
according to decisions made by the Party
Congress at the same level, and upon instruc-
tions given by the Party Committee at a higher
level.8

These viewpoints from inside the prestigious
Central Party School look more like policy propos-
als or marching signals than mere academic discus-
sion. As a matter of fact, by the end of 2001 the
Party’s Organization Department had selected ten
counties nationwide as trial spots where Party con-
gresses convened annually rather than once every
five years.9

The 16th National Party Congress will probably
endorse these arguments and experiments through
revising the Party constitution. One of China’s offi-
cial journals, Outlook Weekly, recently published an
article on Party constitutional revision that argues
that the organization system of the Party consists of
two basic institutions, congresses and committees, at
different levels, but that Party history has been
inconsistent as to whether the Congress should con-
vene once every five years (dingqizhi) or once a year
(lianhuizhi), and whether the Congress should have
standing bodies (changrenzhi).10 Mention of such
institutional possibilities in an article related to Party
constitutional revision at such a critical moment
suggests that some people within the Party would
like to strengthen the role of the National Party
Congress.

If the National Party Congress, an “electoral col-
lege” for selecting the Central Committee and a
“rubber stamp” for endorsing Party constitutional
revision, were to transform itself into the “highest
decision-making organ,” it could provide a new
institutional platform for Jiang Zemin and other

third generation leaders. In the past, delegates to the
Party Congress have elected its presidium at the
opening of the meetings and voted for the new
Central Committee on the last day. As soon as the
Central Committee is elected, both the Congress
and the presidium are dismissed. If the 16th Party
Congress is to convene its annual meetings in the
future, its presidium will likely become a standing
body, good for five years, rather than for several
days. According to precedent, key members (chang-
wu weiyuan) of the presidium to the Party Congress
usually consist of a couple dozen top Party leaders
(including the retired, incumbent and forthcoming
leaders), led by the incumbent Party general secre-
tary. Thus, if the National Party Congress is
empowered, Jiang may hope he could legitimately
remain “the first among the equals” within the pre-
sidium for another five years, even if he resigns from
all his current positions. In this way, he can legiti-
mately keep his status as the supreme leader of the
Party at least in name, especially during the meeting
periods of the National Party Congress, without
breaking precedent and undermining the expected
process of smooth leadership transition in an insti-
tutionalized way. Other third generation leaders
may also find the new presidium an appropriate
post for them to maintain their influence for a
number of years, probably better than the outmod-
ed Central Advisory Commission that was abol-
ished ten years ago.

It is too early to predict whether the Party elite
will empower the National Party Congress and
reach a consensus on how to redefine a new rela-
tionship between the National Party Congress and
the Party’s Central Committee. Such an institution-
al innovation would involve a redistribution of
power among the Party elite, especially between the
third and fourth generations, and may require some
new institutional arrangements between the
National Party Congress and the Central
Committee. If past experience is instructive, we
should not expect a clear-cut power transfer from
third to fourth generation leaders. Some sort of
intermediate arrangement in the form of institu-
tional innovation may serve to reduce the shock of
leadership transition in China, and gradually ease
the veteran incumbents off the center stage of
Chinese politics.
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CONCLUSION

In the absence of free and competitive elections, lead-
ership transition in China is likely to entail great
compromise between different generations or result
in serious political conflict and chaos. It is not unlike-
ly that Jiang and other third generation leaders are
inclined to immortalize their political power, but
their intentions are constrained by previous institu-
tional norms and challenged by young leaders who
are keen to get out of the shadow.The likely-empow-
ered National Party Congress, even though it is to be
convened only once a year and is not comparable to
the de facto power organs, the Central Committee and
its Politburo, may serve as a buffer to render more
gradual the leadership transition in China. In view of
the Party’s current organization system, its stability-
first mentality, and its advocacy for within-Party
democracy, such an institutional innovation seems a
likely choice for the Chinese elite at this historical
juncture of leadership transition.

ENDNOTES

1.This author would like to thank my colleagues,
Robert M. Hathaway, Amy McCreedy, and Wilson
Lee, for their comments on the earlier version of this
essay.Views expressed here are of the author only.

2. For example of earlier discussion of China’s
political succession, see Gang Lin, ed., Asia Program
Special Report: China’s Political Succession and Its
Implications for the United States (Woodrow Wilson
Center, June 2001).

3.Deng resigned from his post as CMC chairman
in fall 1989, together with his membership on the
Central Committee of the CCP. However, Deng
remained influential in military as well as national
affairs in the early 1990s. Deng did not die until
1997, but he uncharacteristically failed to appear on

Chinese TV during the Spring Festival of 1995, a
significant sign of his fading from the Chinese polit-
ical stage.

4. After Mao, Hua Guofeng served as chairman
for the Party and the CMC between 1976 and
1981. Deng served as CMC chairman from 1981 to
1989. Hu Yaobang first worked as Party chairman
from 1981 to 1982, then as Party general secretary
from 1982 to 1987. Zhao Ziyang failed to finish his
term as general secretary. Jiang took these two posi-
tions from Zhao and Deng in 1989, and his two full
terms are supposed to end with the 16th National
Party Congress.

5. Zhu Guanglei, Dangdai Zhongguo Zhengfu
Guocheng <Process of Government in Contemporary
China> (Tianjin, China: Tianjin Renmin
Chubanshe<Tainjin People’s Press>, 1997), 77.

6.When Deng first introduced Jiang as the new
CMC chairman to the Party elite in 1989, he said
that Jiang would become a good chairman because
he had been a good general secretary.

7. John Pomfret, “Chinese Leader Throws a
Curve: Jiang’s Reluctance to Retire Could Spark
Power Struggle,”Washington Post, July 21, 2002,A1.

8. Wang Changjiang, et. al., Xinshiji Dang de
Jianshe de Weida Gangling—Xuexi Jiang Zemin
Zongshuji Qiyi Jianghua Fudao <Great Platform for
Party Construction in the New Century—Instruction to
Studying General Secretary Jiang Zemin’s July 1
Speech> (Beijing: Central Party School Press, 2001),
126-31.

9. Li Wenzhong, “Guanyu Gaige Dangwei ‘Yixing
Heyi’ Lingdao Tizhi de Sikao”<On Reforming the
Leading System of “Combining Executive and
Legislative Functions into One Organ” within Party
Committees>, Tizhi Gaige <Institutional Reform>
(Beijing), No. 4., 2002, 29.

10. Xinhuanet (Beijing), July 26, 2002; United
Daily (Taiwan), July 25, 2002.



20

ASIA PROGRAM SPECIAL REPORT

Chinese Factional Politics under Jiang
LOWELL DITTMER

T
his brief outline of the factional dimension
of political life under Jiang Zemin, focusing
on preparations for the forthcoming 16th

Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
scheduled for November 2002, will consist of three
sections.1 In the first, by way of historical back-
ground, we summarize the development of elite fac-
tionalism in the CCP, attempting to explicate both
the enduring structure of factional organization and
how it has varied from the Mao era to the Jiang
Zemin period. Second, we introduce the main polit-
ical actors and informal networks of the Jiang era and
observe how they seem to be pursuing their respec-
tive ends. Finally, we attempt to draw some tentative
conclusions about the impact of the current faction-
al balance on China’s forthcoming 16th Party
Congress and the country’s leadership succession.

BACKGROUND

The research on the internal structure of the faction
in China is remarkably consistent in its findings: the
faction is hierarchically organized, based on revolu-
tionary seniority. It is essentially a face-to-face
group built upon dyadic patron-client ties; attempts
to extend factional allegiance across space (as in
forming a nation-wide network) or time (as in
inheriting a factional constituency from a deceased
patron), though sometimes successful, risk a high
rate of defections.The faction is dependent on the
formal organizational structure within which it
resides, for recruits and incentives. It is relatively
independent from ideology, operating in a world of
realpolitik based on the unsentimental quest for
power.Yet the faction’s relationship to both formal
organization and ideology is quite variable, as we
shall see below.Whereas there is considerable schol-
arly consensus concerning how factions are organ-
ized, about the relationship among elite factions
there has been some controversy: Andrew Nathan
believes there is a code of civility among factions
based on a balance of power;Tang Tsou saw faction-
al relations as a “game to win all or to lose all.”

Factionalism during the Mao era, when the rev-
olutionary flame still burned brightly, was animated
by political ideas: by contending policy “lines,” ulti-
mately organized around ideological world-views.
The public discourse about factionalism was ideo-
logical even when it concerned personal idiosyn-
crasies.The desire to wear the formal Chinese slit
skirt or cheongsam (qipao) on diplomatic occasions,
to cite one celebrated example, was considered evi-
dence of a bourgeois class nature, and the correla-
tion between class and morality was perfect. Thus
wives could divorce their husbands, and children
could abandon and betray their parents, in the name
of these abstract principles.The two countervailing
principles at stake during this period were “contin-
uing the revolution under the dictatorship of the
proletariat” (the position championed by Mao
Zedong and his minions), and rapid economic
development based on pragmatic eclecticism (as
allegedly endorsed by Liu Shaoqi and Deng
Xiaoping, who were condemned by Mao as the
“top Party persons in authority taking a capitalist
road”).Though there could be confusing departures
from the ideologically prescribed policy “line” over
time, these could be understood to be tactical feints
(by the “bourgeois reactionaries”) or dogged pur-
suit (by the “proletarian revolutionaries”). Elite rep-
resentatives of the defeated classes had wormed
their way into the CCP, and struggle of varying
intensity was assumed to be constant, culminating
in periodic purges in which all the negative aspects
of the past several years of political reality were
blamed on the victim. Yet while factions were
thought to be bonded by ideas, it was implicitly
assumed that social intimacy also played a role—an
assumption manifest in the tendency to suspect
everyone previously associated with the victim, as if
crimes spread epidemiologically (Indeed there was
growing empirical evidence that there was indeed a
tendency to involve family members in factional
causes, as in the recruitment of spousal support by
Mao, Liu Shaoqi, and Lin Biao). Concerning the
question of relations between factions, certainly
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there were repeated fights in which one faction
prevailed decisively, but this tended to be followed
by the fragmentation of the winning group and
renewed factionalism (e.g., the Mao vs. Liu split was
replaced by a Mao vs. Lin split, then a “Gang of
Four” vs. Zhou Enlai-Deng split).

Factionalism did not vanish during the Deng
Xiaoping era, but it underwent several important
changes.Although there was an ideological dimen-
sion to the arrest and trial of the “Gang of Four” (in
1976 and 1981, respectively), and then again in the
Deng vs. Hua Guofeng split (viz., eclectic pragma-
tism vs. rigid adherence to Mao’s Thought), the
elimination of Hua and his followers was followed
by an ideological consensus around reform and
opening. This did not mark the end of factional
splits, but factions were henceforth organized
around policy goals and bureaucratic interests rather
than ideology.Thus the issue of rapid reform (e.g.,
price reform, privatization) vs. more gradual reform
pitted those supporting the agricultural sector in a
broad sense (including township and village enter-
prises) against a coalition of central planners, the
state enterprises, and the propaganda department.
This factional split culminated in a confrontation at
Tiananmen in which the more cautious reformers
prevailed decisively over the “liberal” faction, whose
leader Zhao Ziyang was purged and placed under
house arrest. But with few exceptions (the “Gang of
Four,” Zhao Ziyang), the factional atmosphere in
the reform era was marked by greater civility.
Factional rivalries (e.g., between Deng and Chen
Yun) were quietly tolerated, losing faction leaders
were not publicly blamed for ideological devia-
tions, and confrontations were typically followed by
retirement of the losers to comfortable if not influ-
ential positions. Yet although factional positions
were now more closely correlated with bureaucrat-
ic interests and policy preferences, ironically the gap
between informal and formal organization widened
under Deng: due in large part to Deng’s ambiva-
lence about his own retirement, a shadow elite of
senior retired officials was created ready to inter-
cede in an emergency and if necessary (as in the
decision to crack down on the Tiananmen demon-
strators in spring 1989) to trump the decisions of
the formal authorities.

Jiang Zemin has defined himself a legatee of
Deng Xiaoping’s policies as well as Deng’s successor,

and many of the trends inaugurated under Deng
have indeed continued.The code of civility has been
further extended to opposing faction leaders, who
have been permitted to disagree discreetly with the
majority faction, and to retire honorably without
ideological recrimination if kicked out of the lead-
ership.2 Thus we find, for example, that former
PRC President Yang Shangkun was not ideological-
ly “branded” or placed under house arrest following
his ouster at the 14th Party Congress in 1992 but
continued to be politically active until his demise,
and that former National People’s Congress (NPC)
Chairman Qiao Shi, despite his involuntarily retire-
ment at the 15th Congress in 1997, continued to
tour the country giving speeches and even now
serves as a member of the Preparatory Committee
for the 16th Congress.

Despite Jiang’s claims to be faithfully continuing
Deng Xiaoping’s legacy, factionalism has assumed at
least two distinctive features in the Jiang era. First,
the gap between informal and formal organization
that opened to such alarming dimensions during the
Deng era has been to a large extent closed.The “sit-
ting committee” of retired senior veterans, willing to
return to active leadership whenever duty called, has
been all but eliminated—first by Jiang’s skillfully
emollient handling of these eminences grises, and
second by the fact that most of them finally pro-
ceeded to die off. And in contrast to Deng, who
retired from formal positions while continuing to
exercise informal influence, Jiang has avidly pursued
as many formal positions as possible in both Party
and state hierarchies. While this presents its own
problems when it comes to arranging leadership
succession, as we shall see, it has helped to realign
formal and informal power. Second, not only ideol-
ogy, but also policy and bureaucratic interest seem to
have disappeared as bases for factional organization.
Factions are no longer identified with distinctive
policy platforms; rather, competing factional
maneuvers seem to be oriented exclusively around
personnel issues—in a word, power.This is in part a
result of the attainment of a greater sense of leader-
ship consensus on the package of economic reform
and political stability since the purge of Zhao
Ziyang and his followers in 1989.The jockeying for
position preparatory to the 16th Congress illustrates
that elite factionalism has by no means disappeared,
but the remarkable vacuum of policy disputes indi-
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cates that factionalism is not tied to policy differ-
ences.The most prominent new operating criterion
for factional organization is locational (e.g., the
“Shanghai gang,” the Communist Youth League
clique, the Tsinghua clique), somewhat like partisan
loyalties in South Korean politics.

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

The identification of factions in the Jiang era is dif-
ficult precisely because there are no longer any ide-
ological or policy splits to divide the leadership,
meaning the number of potential factional direc-
tions is as large as the number of full members of the
Politburo Standing Committee, plus those who have
retained influence since their retirement (e.g., Qiao
Shi, Deng Liqun, Bo Yibo). Some Politburo
Standing Committee members, however, belong to
the same faction, or refrain from factional affiliation.
In any case, a working hypothesis is that in the Jiang
era, there have been essentially four CCP elite fac-
tions: the “Shanghai gang,” the “power” faction, the
“old guard,” and the Communist Youth League
(CYL) clique.

The first and easily the largest faction, hence
sometimes referred to in Beijing as the “mainstream
faction”(zhuliupai), is the well-known “Shanghai
gang,” led of course by Jiang Zemin, with the ener-
getic and capable support of Zeng Qinghong.3 Zhu
Rongji also belongs to the “Shanghai gang.”
Although Zhu and Jiang reportedly did not get
along when both of them were serving as officials in
Shanghai, and Zhu sometimes still disagrees with
Jiang within Party councils (e.g., the Falun Gong
issue), Zhu’s fate seems to have converged with that
of Jiang over time. Zhu’s blunt way of expressing
himself and his harsh discipline of subordinates
(greatly admired by Western correspondents and by
some Chinese) have made it difficult for him to cul-
tivate his own faction, and in any case any associa-
tion with Zhu has become something of a liability
of late, as the hardships incurred by China’s efforts at
WTO compliance are blamed on Zhu.To be sure,
there are a number of officials, particularly in the
economic and financial ministries, who owe him
their promotions, and Zhu has defended them from
attack. In mid-2001, when Li Peng, in his position as
the head of Standing Committee of the NPC, sub-
mitted a recommendation to the Politburo to con-

duct corruption and incompetence investigations
into several key ministries, implicating Zhu’s men Li
Rongrong (State Economic and Trade Commission)
and Dai Xianglong (Bank of China), Zhu refused,
citing internal State Council investigations as the
proper venue. It has also become clear that Zhu
tried to protect now arrested Construction Bank of
China President Wang Xuebing from prior corrup-
tion and mismanagement investigations.There have
also been several waves of organized attacks border-
ing on elite struggle on Zhu as an individual politi-
cian rather than head of a faction.

Closely allied to the “Shanghai gang” is the
“power” faction (no pun intended), including Luo
Gan, Wu Bangguo, Qian Qichen, Jiang Chunyun,
Li Tieying (all are Politburo members),Wang Liping,
and He Chunlin. This group of Beijing central
bureaucrats, many of whom were associated with Li
Peng in the Ministry of Electric Power, has lost
strength in the past several years, partly due to the
death of many senior officials who had supported Li
Peng, partly because Li and his family have come
under a cloud of suspicion for corruption. Many
members of this group—e.g., Luo Gan, Wu
Bangguo, Qian Qichen, Li Tieying—also bear some
allegiance to Jiang, though they have little to do
with Shanghai.This group nevertheless has its dis-
tinct agenda—for example, it is reportedly this
group, not Hu Jintao or the old guard, which has
repeatedly blocked the promotion of Zeng
Qinghong to full membership in the Politburo.

The old guard is the only faction in Chinese
leadership politics that is still informed by an ideo-
logical propensity, in addition to being genera-
tionally defined. These two criteria are however
mutually reinforcing: these are second generation
veterans who see themselves as representing the
ancient verities of the revolutionary leadership,
before the correct line was confused and sullied by
myriad economically expedient adjustments. Yet
there is a subtle split among them between those
who embrace Deng’s ideas and those who criticize
Deng (as well as Jiang) from a leftist or neo-Maoist
perspective.The boldest and most articulate leader
of the left is Deng Liqun, the “underground Party
secretary,” but it also includes the elderly Song Ping
(former Politburo Standing Committee member,
who is personally close to Deng), Bo Yibo (former
vice director of the Central Advisory Commission),
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Wan Li (former NPC chairman), Wang Hanbing
(former NPC vice chairman), Song Renqiong (for-
mer vice director of the Central Advisory
Commission), and Generals Hong Xuezhi and
Chen Xilian.Though they were articulate critics of
Jiang’s ideological innovations, the closure of two of
their journals in 1999 forced this group, most of
whom are in any case retired, into more discrete
opposition.

In the post-Tiananmen period Jiang was the old
guard’s favorite son, thanks to his tough but smart
handling of the Shanghai protests and his staunch
defense of Deng’s crackdown against domestic and
international critics. Peng Zhen (former NPC
chairman) and Bo Yibo rallied the old guard to sup-
port Jiang during the potentially risky transition
period after Deng Xiaoping’s death.Up to that time,
some of these same people had been vocally critical
of the direction Jiang was taking the Party and the
nation, including the leaders of the left wing (Song
Renqiong, Deng Liqun, Chen Xilian, and former
Beijing Party Secretary Li Ximing) who implied
that Jiang was deviating from Deng’s line. Around
February 1997 Yang Shangkun also made some
pointed remarks about corruption and elitism in the
Party and military and the need for political reform,
which were retracted from further dissemination by
the Central Secretariat. Interestingly, in the summer
of 1999, the old leftists, spearheaded by Deng
Liqun, launched a criticism of Deng Xiaoping’s
preoccupation with economics, praising Jiang by
comparison for bringing ideology and politics to
the fore in his “Three Emphases”(san jiang) cam-
paign.This is an indication that the old leftists had
been basically defeated if not co-opted by Jiang by
that time. In a heated debate over reassessing Mao’s
legacy at a Party History Work Conference in
December 1999, Qiao Shi,Wan Li, Geng Biao, and
Huang Hua, called for an all-out criticism of Mao,
counterattacking the left by implication, while
Deng Liqun and Song Ping insisted that Mao’s
place should not be subject to re-evaluation. Jiang
intervened, and reportedly said “The debate should
not continue … Let’s leave it to the fourth genera-
tion to discuss and study … For twenty years, [this
debate] has formed a most divisive and heated point
of contention within the Party. The debate will
continue into the next century, and still might not
arrive at a consensus.”4

On the issue of retirement, a policy they had
staunchly resisted when Deng Xiaoping initiated it
in the 1980s (but ultimately complied with), the
seniors have been generally critical of any attempt
by Jiang to exempt himself.True, in 1997, Bo Yibo
provided the original pretext for Jiang, as the third
generation leadership “core,” not to step down along
with Qiao Shi (as Qiao himself had suggested)
because he was beyond the retirement age of 70. But
Jiang accepted Bo’s advice selectively. During and
after the August 1997 Beidaihe preparatory session
for the 15th Party Congress, Bo Yibo and Wan Li
also repeatedly suggested that Jiang relinquish his
post as state president to Qiao Shi, arguing that the
roles of leading the Party and the state should be
kept separate (dang zheng fenkai) to “preserve the
health of our leader.” This proposal was seconded by
Wu Xueqian,Ye Xuanping, Hong Xuezhi, Xie Fei,
and many other leading officials in the NPC and
CPPCC—but it went nowhere.To the spring 2002
rumors of Jiang’s campaign to retain the leadership
of the Party, the old guard reportedly reacted with
consternation. More surprising than Qiao Shi’s
opposition is the fact that he should still be free to
voice it, a tribute to post-Mao elite liberalization.
Senior veteran Deng Liqun distributed a letter in
January in which he opposed the concept of lifetime
tenure in office, consistent with his longstanding
opposition to the “Three Represents.”

In general, Jiang has tried to give the old guard
“face,” for example, by conferring on Yang
Shangkun,Wan Li, Bo Yibo, and Song Ping the hon-
orary post of “personnel advisors” for the 15th Party
Congress, giving them considerable leverage over
key appointments.The remaining old timers have
been recalled once more to constitute an “advisory
group” of the Preparatory Committee of the 16th
Party Congress, though their actual influence is
unclear. Notably for this group, Jiang intends Liu
Huaqing and Song Ping to serve as his main backers
due to their influence in the military and Party sys-
tems, respectively. However, since most members of
the old guard have passed away or receded in active
political involvement by the end of 1990s, they are
not likely to have much influence over the outcome
of the 16th Party Congress.

Hu Jintao has a latent constituency rather than a
faction, for he identifies himself punctiliously with
the Jiang Zemin “core,” although he has never been
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counted a member of the Shanghai faction. Hu does
have his own political network. Hu’s quasi-group
consists of two categories of cadres: previous subor-
dinates in the CYL, where Hu was first secretary,
and former classmates at Tsinghua University (from
which Hu graduated with a distinguished record).
Beginning with the appointment of Li Keqiang as
governor of Henan province, Hu’s allies have
become Party secretaries or deputy secretaries in
Beijing and 15 other provinces, including Hainan,
Shandong, Shaanxi, Shanxi, Guanxi, Jilin, Jiangsu
and Fujian.The equation of rejuvenation and gener-
ational succession with “reform” has played to the
advantage of the CYL group.5 In addition to the
CYL, the growing “Tsinghua gang,” the largest “old
school tie” group in the central elite, has an affinity
for fellow alumnus Hu Jintao.

In addition to the four dominant factional
groupings (the “Shanghai gang,” the “power” fac-
tion, the old guard, and the CYL clique), there are
two marginal leaders who have followers if not a
clearly structured faction: Qiao Shi and Li Ruihuan.
Qiao no longer holds any formal leadership position
but he was retired without prejudice and still retains
a certain influence, particularly in the legal bureau-
cracies he once dominated.The remnant sympathiz-
ers of Qiao Shi include Wei Jianxing, Ren Jianxin,
Tian Jiyun, and Jia Chunwang. Though widely
respected, Li Ruihuan is not a faction chief (faction-
ally he might be considered a member of the CYL
group, though he is senior to Hu Jintao). But Li has
been emerging as a possible focus for rallying anti-
Jiang forces, in much the same role as that played by
Qiao between the 14th and 15th Congresses; in
both instances, the opposition materialized in
response to Jiang’s attempts to aggrandize his power
via various personnel manipulations. Li Ruihuan
does not appear reluctant to play the role of political
lightning rod, having openly criticized Jiang’s
“Three Represents” as well as more generally point-
ing out the corrupt state of Party life and the cur-
rent regime’s declining mass support. At the
Politburo’s “Year-End Conference on Work
Summary of Democratic Life” in December 2000,
Zeng Qinghong reportedly found six faults with Li
Ruihuan. But instead of making a self-criticism, Li
defended himself vigorously, and Ye Xuanping, for-
mer Guangdong Party boss and now Li Ruihuan’s
deputy at the Chinese People’s Political Consultative

Conference, came to his defense. Li Ruihuan also
declined to chair the Preparatory Committee for
the 10th NPC, effectively ruling himself out as suc-
cessor to Li Peng and putting pressure on Jiang to
retire with him.At the Politburo session “on demo-
cratic life” in August 2001, Jiang reportedly
unleashed his followers—including Wu Bangguo,
Huang Ju, Zeng Qinghong, Jia Qinglin, Li
Changchun, Wu Guanzheng, Luo Gan, and Li
Tieying—to bombard Li with criticisms.

GENERATIONAL SUCCESSION?

Factions consists of hierarchical networks that turn
into political action groups in order to defend the
perceived interests (real or ideal) of its members. As
neither ideological nor policy cleavages have been
permitted to emerge in the Jiang Zemin era, the
dominant cleavage has been over personnel selec-
tion, a zero-sum choice that determines which
group waxes and which wanes. In the absence of a
Supreme Leader of the stature of Mao or Deng to
mediate these issues, they are fought out visibly.The
16th Party Congress has been looked forward to
since at least the 14th Congress as a major opportu-
nity to satisfy various patronage needs, on the con-
sensual understanding that this would be a “genera-
tional succession,” not just from Jiang to Hu Jintao,
but from the third to the fourth generation. Deng
had been “core” of the second generation; he
announced in 1989 that Jiang Zemin would be core
of the third generation and decided in 1992 that Hu
Jintao would be core of the fourth generation.To
ensure generational turnover,Deng instituted a two-
term limit for all government posts in the 1980s.At
the 15th Congress in 1997 the rule was added that
the Party, hitherto free of term limits, should adopt a
retirement age limit. Qiao Shi reportedly had pro-
posed a “three-tiered” age limit regulation—75 for
Politburo Standing Committee members, 70 for
Politburo members and secretaries of the
Secretariat, and 65 for the remaining Central
Committee members. Jiang, with Li Peng’s support,
devised an alternative “two-tier” regulation—65 for
provincial and ministerial level cadres, and 70 for
central leaders. In view of Jiang’s age (then 71), at
the Beidaihe preparatory sessions for the 15th Party
Congress, Jiang’s supporters Ding Guangen and Li
Tieying (both are members of the Politburo) argued
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against strict observance of the age limit for
Politburo members. At this same conference, the
decision to retire Qiao from all substantive posts was
reached. Hu Jintao gave the official explanation and
resolution for Qiao’s retirement at the Ninth NPC.

The generational succession scenario, in which
all but two of the Politburo Standing Committee
members would step down in 2002, seemed on
track after the Beidaihe preparatory meetings in the
summer of 2001. Then in a series of meetings
around the country starting in early January 2002,
provincial Party leaders and leading military officials
reportedly began calling on Jiang to stay on, for the
sake of stability.6 These calls were assumed to be
orchestrated manifestations of loyalty by Jiang’s ben-
eficiaries, whose careers might be jeopardized if Hu
stepped in with his own claim on patronage spoils.
The first step was for Jiang to stay on as chairman of
the Central Military Commission (CMC), which
may have been tacitly accepted as early as January
2001 by dint of the Deng Xiaoping precedent. But
Jiang’s military supporters used this to advocate
Jiang’s retention of Party leadership as well, pointing
to the inexorable link between the Party and the
gun (and in any case, for Jiang to remain CMC
chairman without Party leadership would probably
not do him much good, in view of his relatively
weak military base). In the public media, it is inter-
esting that all mentions of “generations” disappeared
as of early 2002. Succession might still occur, but on
an incremental schedule. Jiang reportedly would
cede his posts as general secretary of the Party and
chairman of the CMC to Hu Jintao at the 4th
Plenum of the 16th Congress, scheduled for 2004,
while remaining a member of the Politburo
Standing Committee, at which point he would
retire at the ripe old age of 81.

Yet there have been Aesopian indications that not
everyone agrees with this adjustment. Li Ruihuan’s
repeated declarations of his wish to retire as part of a
generational transition even though he has not yet
even reached the age limit was assumed to be an
implicit challenge to the older Jiang to step down.
At a meeting with Chinese and foreign delegates to
the international forum “China and the World in
the 21st Century” on September 10, 2001 Jiang
reportedly lauded “young people Hu Jintao, Li
Lanqing,” apparently signaling a preference for Li
Lanqing over Li Ruihuan, perhaps as new chairman

of the NPC. If some can stay on beyond their time,
why not also get rid of some troublesome cases
before their time? In an early July 2002 speech Jiang
reportedly offered his own resignation on condition
that all other members of the Standing Committee
step down except Hu Jintao, echoing Li Ruihuan’s
offer, though without much credibility—given
Jiang’s age he was expected to retire anyhow.Among
senior cadres, only Li Peng was vocally supportive of
Jiang’s plan to extend his term, for reasons that can
only be imagined: should not Li Peng also be
exempted? The old guard has been skeptical.This
“sitting committee” had helped topple two previous
general secretaries, but would they now prevail
against the organizational legerdemain of Zeng
Qinghong and Jiang Zemin, when the latter appear
to enjoy military backing? Interestingly, those with a
personal stake in the outcome have expressed them-
selves more tactfully. Hu Jintao, whose interests are
most directly affected, reportedly urged Li Ruihuan
not to retire and clarified on Jiang’s behalf that the
Central Committee did not formulate a “regula-
tion” in 1997 but only a “proposal.” Sixteen years
Jiang’s junior and in good health, Hu dares not jeop-
ardize his future chances by speaking out. Aside
from maintaining his own determination to retire,
Zhu Rongji has remained resolutely silent about the
issue, though there has reportedly been pressure on
him to postpone retirement as well for Jiang’s sake.

CONCLUSIONS

At this writing, the Party is in delicate equipoise
between two alternatives: succession to the fourth
generation, with Jiang stepping down from all three
executive positions in favor of Hu Jintao, and a post-
ponement or phased-in compromise of some sort.
The recent reports that the Party Congress will be
postponed till November indicates that the ultimate
has not been achieved by the closed high-level
meetings held at the Beidaihe resort, where the old
guard was out in force. Empirically, the difference
between these two “roads” is rather subtle. Even
devout advocates of “real” generational retirement
would countenance a continuing advisory role for
Jiang Zemin and perhaps a few other senior veter-
ans, just as those with greatest misgivings do not
deny the need for institutional rejuvenation and
generational transition. It is a confrontation between
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nuances, in which “an inch at the outset portends a
mile of difference in the long run.” Even had the
original proposal moved forward without a hitch,
Jiang’s informal influence would have continued to
loom in the background—but unlike Deng, Jiang
was unwilling to trust informal influence alone: he
(and, perhaps more importantly, his retinue) felt the
need for an institutional base.

With the outcome hanging in abeyance, what
difference does it make politically? If generational
succession takes place, even in modified form (i.e.,
Jiang steps down from the Politburo while remain-
ing CMC chair), this will signify not only the insti-
tutionalization of formal norms and procedures over
factional politics, but a momentous shift in the
power balance between monocracy and collective
leadership.This would mark the first time that the
Party Congress will have elected a new leader since
the 6th Congress in 1928, which decided (with the
help of the Comintern) upon a young peasant
named Xiang Zhongfa, who was then promptly
eclipsed by the fiery labor organizer Li Lisan.
Indeed, that is one conceivable fate of Hu Jintao,
unless he emerges quickly from the cocoon of inof-
fensive clichés in which he has self-protectively
wrapped himself. If Li Ruihuan survives his rivalry
with Jiang to assume NPC chairmanship, he could
emerge as senior figure in a troika including Hu
Jintao and Wen Jiabao.The danger of popular unrest
is unfortunately not illusory; although the transition
from Deng to Jiang proceeded smoothly, the previ-
ous successions, from Mao to Hua, and again from
Hua to Deng, were accompanied by mass demon-
strations. Thus whatever the eventual succession
lineup, the 16th Congress might as easily be fol-
lowed by a preemptive crackdown as by an outburst
of reform.

If Jiang delays his retirement, the attempt to insti-
tutionalize succession based on age and term limits
on a predetermined schedule in the absence of a
political opposition or popular oversight will have
suffered a severe setback. Although it is not an out-
right repudiation of the 1997 agreement, but rather
a compromise and a postponement to which the
overwhelming majority of affected elites must still
comply, the credibility of a premortem norm so
capriciously applied would inspire cynicism. Still,
though the norm will be politically tainted, the dif-
ference between winners and losers is not based on

ideological or policy cleavages. A once categorical
rule disintegrates into individualized decisions based
only on the personal quality of the relationship.
Another problem has to do with Jiang himself: if he
once again evades the rule with a promise to con-
form after two years or five years or some other stip-
ulated time period, how much is that promise
worth? That this has occurred to Jiang’s Chinese
critics is indicated by their equation of postponed
succession with a return to a “dynastic” system. As
Bo Yibo reportedly has put it, “Ending lifetime
tenure was advocated by Comrade Xiaoping, car-
ried out by Comrade Xiaoping, retiring with
advanced age. Does he [Jiang] think that he is wiser
than Comrade Xiaoping?”7

What will be the impact on informal politics?
Factional alignments under Jiang are becoming shal-
lower, more short-term, and purpose-rational.Thus
Jiang in the early 1990s was close to Li Peng, while
since the 15th Congress he has worked more close-
ly with Zhu Rongji to prepare China for entry into
the WTO (which Li opposed), though he aban-
doned Zhu to join Li in the crackdown on the
Falun Gong. In their recent recrudescence, factions
no longer seem to be organized around ideological
“lines,” as during the Mao period, nor around policy
platforms, as during the Deng era. Jiang’s great
achievement has been to create a reformist middle-
of-the road consensus at the center of Chinese elite
politics, which brooks no debate. Instead, factional
groupings tend to revolve around a vague conjunc-
ture of shared background (geographic or bureau-
cratic) and personal ties.They appear to play little
role in the policy making process, but only in per-
sonnel policy.They remain necessary, given the con-
tinuing lack of institutionalization, and are most
sorely needed during succession crises, when policy
decisions are all put on hold.

Despite his intense efforts with the help of Zeng
Qinghong to build a dominant factional organiza-
tion, our survey of the past decade reveals Jiang to be
far more vulnerable than Deng Xiaoping. His
appointments are not always approved by his col-
leagues, and his appointees do not necessarily
remain loyal to him.The role of power behind the
throne is one he does not trust his protégés to
honor. Jiang’s informal power is simply not as great
as Deng’s. In the current showdown, Jiang has thus
pulled out all the stops to retain formal posts, with-
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out of course flouting Chinese conventions by
explicitly stating his ambitions.Yet his refusal to step
down puts him in the difficult position of opposing
the hallowed blueprint of Deng Xiaoping, as well as
a certain popular yearning for fresh leadership.
Though there is no assured commitment to political
reform among fourth generation elites, Jiang has lost
all credibility on this issue.

In the current factional lineup, only the
“Shanghai gang” and the intermeshed Li Peng
group have expressed strong support for such a post-
ponement. Our evidence suggests outspoken oppo-
sition from the old guard, and covert opposition
from the Hu Jintao camp. For Jiang to put together
a winning coalition including some of those now
opposed or skeptical, he will need to give them a
suitable quid pro quo. Jiang’s ideological innovations
(the “Three Represents”) constitute one such con-
cession for China’s dynamic new middle classes, but
unless the old working class is assuaged, they may
impose political costs offsetting that concession.The
recent reforms introduced in cadre policy that
emphasize rejuvenation and better training of cadres
are concessions designed to appeal to the CCP’s
reform wing most upset by Jiang’s power play.The
game is afoot.
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C
hina is undergoing another momentous
transition of power.The important question
is whether this leadership succession will be

less painful and result in a more institutionalized
sharing of power than those in the past. Crucial to
this question is the dynamic relationship between
Hu Jintao and Zeng Qinghong, the two leading
contenders for power in the upcoming post-Jiang
era. Both Hu and Zeng already wield enormous
power. Hu has been generally recognized as the man
who will succeed Jiang Zemin as the Party chief
and the head of state. His recent widely publicized
appearances at home and high-profile visits abroad
have reaffirmed that he is poised to take the helm.
Zeng, who has long been seen as Jiang’s “hand, ear
and brain,” is currently the head of the Organization
Department of the Chinese Communist Party
(CCP). It can be argued that he plays the most cru-
cial role in the selection of members of the Central
Committee at the 16th Party Congress.

More importantly, Hu and Zeng represent two
different political and geographical constituencies.
To a great extent, these differences are reflected in
their distinct personal careers and political associa-
tions. Hu’s political association was largely with the
Chinese Communist Youth League (CCYL) in
which he served as a member of the Secretariat and
then as first secretary during the early 1980s. Hu has
spent most of his adult life in some of the poorest
provinces in China’s inland region, including 14
years in Gansu, 3 years in Guizhou, and about 4
years in Tibet. In contrast, Zeng, as a princeling with
strong family ties, is known for his political associa-
tions with some powerful networks—first with the
influential faction of China’s petroleum industry
and then with the emerging “Shanghai gang.”1

Zeng has thus far spent almost his entire career in
coastal regions such as Beijing, Shanghai, and
Guangdong.

The strife between Hu and Zeng, therefore, goes
far beyond two political rising stars’ contest for
supremacy after Jiang’s departure. It reveals some of

the most important trends and tensions in Chinese
politics today, especially new patterns of factional
formation and the strained relations between inland
and coastal regions. This ongoing contention
between political forces can potentially lead to dis-
astrous consequences for the country because it may
aggravate region-based animosity. However, it may
also have a constructive impact on Chinese institu-
tional development if conflicts of interest are
resolved through compromise and negotiation.

MISPERCEPTIONS ABOUT JIANG-HU-ZENG

RELATIONS

Unfortunately, many students of Chinese politics
have failed to grasp this broad picture of the leader-
ship succession and its implications. Some have been
obsessed with speculation on the power struggle
among individual leaders without paying much
attention to the political forces and regional inter-
ests that these leaders represent. Others have been
too simplistic in exploring the origin of factional
politics while ignoring the complicated interde-
pendence of various factions, especially the factors
that push even political rivals (such as Hu and Zeng)
to cooperate.

As a result, the changing nature of Chinese elite
politics has been woefully misunderstood. There
have been more myths, rumors, and speculation
than thoughtful analysis and well-grounded assess-
ment. For example, some widely circulated assump-
tions in China and abroad are factually wrong, ana-
lytically misleading and logically contradictory.The
following three erroneous assumptions are particu-
larly worth noting.

Misperception #1: Deng appointed Hu as the desig-
nated successor to Jiang.2 The underlying assumption is
that Jiang is not comfortable with Deng’s choice;
Jiang would dump Hu and choose someone else if
he could.

While Deng indeed promoted Hu to the stand-
ing committee of the Politburo at the 14th Party
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Congress in 1992, it was Jiang (not Deng) who later
appointed Hu as his “successor.” Hu’s promotion to
the seven-man Standing Committee of the
Politburo did not designate him as the successor.
The signs that Hu was the successor occurred in
1998-99, well after Deng’s death in 1997 and when
Jiang was firmly in charge. Hu’s appointments as
vice president of the People’s Republic of China
(PRC) in 1998 and vice chairman of the Central
Military Commission (CMC) in 1999 made it clear
that Hu was first in line in the political succession.

The fact that Hu was promoted by Deng and was
later appointed by Jiang as the successor places Hu
in a truly advantageous position; he has Jiang’s
endorsement, but his rise to the top leadership will
not be seen as a result of Jiang’s favoritism. From
Jiang’s perspective, the appointment of Hu as his
successor served at least three purposes: 1) Jiang’s
power would not be based solely on the “Shanghai
gang;” 2) this gave Jiang a few years to test the loyal-
ty and capacity of Hu; and 3) as Jiang’s own chosen
successor, Hu will be unlikely to cause Jiang and his
family much trouble after the succession.During the
past four years, there has been no indication that Hu
failed Jiang’s test. Unless something drastic develops,
Jiang has neither the incentive nor the political
might to change his successor.

Misperception #2: Zeng was unable to be promoted
from an alternate to a full member of the Politburo.
According to some media sources, Zeng tried but
failed to become a full member at each of the three
consecutive plenums of the Party’s 15th Central
Committee during the past few years.3 Japanese
media recently reported that, due to the strong
resistance against the “Shanghai gang,” Zeng would
have no chance of becoming a Standing Committee
member of the Politburo at the 16th Party
Congress.4 Ironically, it has been widely speculated
during the past two months (including by the same
media sources that reported Zeng’s problems in get-
ting promoted) that Jiang will not retire at the 16th
Party Congress because of the enormous power
enjoyed by Jiang and his “Shanghai gang.”

These two assessments above contradict each
other. In my view, the first underestimates the power
and manipulative tactics of Zeng and the second
overestimates the capacity and authority of the
“Shanghai gang,” including Zeng. However, Zeng’s
rumored attempts to be promoted from an alternate

to a full member of the Politburo have never been
verified. Of course, the political future of Zeng has
been overshadowed by Jiang’s favoritism and Zeng’s
identity as a prominent figure of the “Shanghai
gang.” My assessment is that the power of Jiang and
the “Shanghai gang” will probably not be strong
enough to reverse the institutional measures devel-
oped since the Deng era, such as term limits and the
age requirement for retirement, but will be strong
enough to allow Zeng, Jiang’s closest ally, to gain a
seat on the Politburo Standing Committee of the
Party’s 16th Central Committee.

Misperception  #3: Hu and Zeng have been engaged
in a vicious power struggle. According to some
observers, the competition between Hu and Zeng is
a zero-sum game.Tensions between these two polit-
ical heavyweights certainly exist.Their differences in
personal experiences, career backgrounds, political
associations, leadership styles and regional loyalties
have all reinforced their distrust of each other. But
this does not necessarily eliminate the possibility
that Hu and Zeng can cooperate in both consolidat-
ing the rule of the CCP and sharing power between
their respective constituencies.

As a matter of fact, numerous events provide evi-
dence that Hu and Zeng have been cooperating
with each other.The best example is their coopera-
tion at the Central Party School (CPS). Hu has
served as president of the CPS since 1993. Under his
presidency, the CPS has significantly broadened its
mid-career training programs, and has become a
leading think tank for the study of both China’s
domestic political reform and international rela-
tions. Zeng, however, has also been heavily involved
in these developments at the CPS. Some top officials
of the CPS are Zeng’s long-time associates; for
example, Li Junru, vice president of the CPS since
2000 is a close friend of Zeng. (Li was transferred
from the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences to
Beijing in 1993). Yu Yunyao, new executive vice
president of the CPS, was Zeng’s deputy in the CCP
Organization Department.

In a sense, the CPS has become not only a place
for theoretical brainstorming about China’s political
reform, but also an experimental zone for political
negotiations and factional compromises between
Hu and Zeng. Not surprisingly, earlier this year Hu
and Zeng personally granted diplomas to over 800
graduates of the class of 2002 in a highly publicized
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graduation ceremony at the CPS. In another recent
televised meeting of heads of provincial CCP orga-
nizational departments, Hu constantly referred to
Jiang’s theory of the “Three Represents,” and Zeng
repeatedly quoted Hu’s remarks.5 Power sharing
between Hu and Zeng is also evident in the recent
appointments of Li Zhilun and Zhang Huixin to
the important posts of deputy secretaries of the
Central Commission for Discipline Inspection. Li
advanced his career through the CCYL and Zhang
was transferred from Shanghai where he served as a
senior Party official for over a decade.

All this evidence suggests that Hu and Zeng have
formed a relationship that is both competitive and
cooperative. Any analysis of Chinese elite politics
will be severely undermined if we fail to examine
the dynamic and complicated interaction between
these two heavyweights in the new generation of
Chinese leaders, especially their different power
bases within the leadership of China’s provinces.

HU’S FOLLOWERS IN THE INLAND

PROVINCES

At least until now, Hu has not been as focused as
Jiang on promoting protégés to important leader-
ship positions. In fact, no one in the current
Politburo is seen as Hu’s protégé.With the excep-
tion of the promotion of his long-time personal sec-
retary, Ling Jihua, to the post of deputy director of
the General Office of the CCP Central Committee
in 2000, Hu has rarely directly promoted any
provincial and ministerial levels of leaders.There are
probably three reasons explaining this phenomenon.

First, Hu has had to be cautious politically
because he knows too well that, in the history of the
PRC, many appointed heirs fell suddenly from
favor. It would be unwise for Hu to establish his
own powerful network while his boss, Jiang, is still
in charge. It is still the “Jiang administration;” it
should be the job of Jiang’s team to run the show. It
will become Hu’s team when he officially takes over
power.

Second, Hu’s power base is currently much
broader and less exclusive than Jiang’s was when the
latter became general secretary of the Party in
1989. Hu has been associated with three very
important institutions for elite recruitment in pres-
ent-day China, namely, Qinghua University, the

CCYL and the CPS.6 However, neither the
Qinghua network nor the CPS is controlled by Hu
exclusively. Other political forces, especially the
“Shanghai gang,” have also exerted influence on
these institutions; many prominent members of the
“Shanghai gang” also belong to the “Qinghua
clique.” As for the ties between Hu and his CCYL
associates, they have more to do with shared identi-
ty than political loyalty.

Third and most importantly,Hu does not need to
promote followers to establish his own faction. Hu’s
extensive leadership experience in China’s inland
provinces gives him a broader support base, especial-
ly because a great number of leaders in the inland
provinces have been concerned about Jiang’s
Shanghai-based nepotism and favoritism. Although
economic reform over the past decade has enhanced
the standard of living of the whole country, some
provinces and cities along the coast have benefited
far more than those in the inland areas, largely due
to the favorable policies of the central government.
The difference in GDP per capita between
Shanghai and Guizhou, for example, increased from
seven times in 1990 to twelve times in 2000.7

Meanwhile, many provincial leaders, especially those
in the inland areas, have had reservations about the
overrepresentation in the central government of
leaders born in the coastal region.

If a factional fight breaks out between Hu and
Zeng, a majority of provincial leaders will likely side
with Hu rather than Zeng because of their resent-
ment of the manipulation by the “Shanghai gang.”
Provincial leaders in inland provinces (20) usually
occupy almost twice as many seats on the CCP cen-
tral committee than those in coastal provinces (11).8

But meanwhile, provincial leaders in inland regions
have less experience or expertise in foreign trade,
finance, technological development and large-scale
urban construction than their counterparts in
coastal regions, especially those from Beijing,
Shanghai, Jiangsu and Guangdong.

To a certain extent, Hu can be seen as a role
model for provincial officials in China’s inland areas,
especially those who have advanced their career
through CCYL or those who were transferred from
coastal provinces. Some provincial leaders can be
recognized as Hu’s followers, not only because they
had previous political associations with Hu at the
provincial and national levels of leadership in the
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CCYL, but also due to the fact that their career
paths have often been identical to Hu’s.9 For exam-
ple, Liu Qibao, a member of the CCYL Secretariat
in the late 1980s and deputy chief of staff of the
State Council, was recently transferred to Guangxi
where he served as deputy Party secretary. Wang
Lequan, Party secretary of Xinjiang, was transferred
from Shandong where he had served as deputy sec-
retary of the CCYL.These leaders seem to follow
their role model, Hu Jintao, who was often “ready to
take on difficult posts” such as the ones in Guizhou
and Tibet.”10

Among the 62 top provincial chiefs (Party secre-
taries and governors), six have advanced primarily
through posts in the CCYL (e.g., Henan Governor
Li Keqiang and Guizhou Party Secretary Qian
Yunlu) and the other six have princeling back-
grounds, as we will discuss later. Of course, CCYL
experience and princeling backgrounds are not nec-
essarily exclusive.11 However, none of the current
provincial chiefs with backgrounds in the CCYL
comes from a high-ranking official family. Similarly,
none of the six princelings has been part of the
CCYL. Most of them have been promoted through
posts in coastal cities.This observation reaffirms the
contrasting career paths between Hu’s followers and
Zeng’s allies.

ZENG’S ALLIES IN THE COASTAL PROVINCES

Of all the issues related to China’s political succes-
sion, probably the most intriguing one concerns the
prospects of the “Shanghai gang.” Membership in
the “Shanghai gang” is based on political association
rather than regional origin, although a majority of
them were born in Shanghai and two nearby
provinces, Jiangsu and Zhejiang. All of them, how-
ever, have advanced their careers primarily due to
their political associations in Shanghai.The crucial
role that Zeng has played in the formation of the
“Shanghai gang” makes Zeng second only to Jiang
in this formidable political network.

Zeng began to work in Shanghai in late 1984, a
few months before Jiang’s arrival. For Zeng, coming
to Shanghai was a carefully planned move. Shanghai
was the city in which his father, Zeng Shan, served
as vice mayor soon after the Communist victory in
1949.About three decades later, three of his father’s
junior colleagues, Chen Guodong, Hu Lijiao and

Wang Daohan, occupied three top posts in the city.
Under the protection of his father’s “comrades-in-
arms,” Zeng’s political career took off.

Zeng was first appointed deputy director of the
Organization Department of the Shanghai CCP
Committee. When Jiang arrived in Shanghai as
mayor, Zeng was promoted to director of the CCP
Organization Department in the city. Jiang and
Zeng share similar family backgrounds: high-rank-
ing Communist families, fathers associated with the
New Fourth Army during the anti-Japanese war,
and the loss of family members during the
Communist war with the Nationalists. In 1986,
Zeng became Jiang’s chief-of-staff in the Shanghai
municipal administration and began their long-term
mutually beneficial cooperation.

The relationship between Jiang and Zeng differs
profoundly from other important patron-client rela-
tionships in the CCP history, for example, the one
between Mao and Hua Guofeng or the one
between Deng and Jiang. Unlike other relationships
in which the clients (Hua and Jiang) heavily
depended on the patrons (Mao and Deng), Jiang has
greatly depended on his “client,” Zeng, for his fami-
ly networking, administrative skills and political wis-
dom. Zeng has earned Jiang’s respect for all the
political victories that they have jointly achieved
during the past decade, including the fights against
the “generals of the Yang family,” the Deng children,
Chen Xitong (former Party chief of Beijing), and
Qiao Shi (former head of the NPC).

During the past decade, most provincial leaders
have been regularly—in some cases, frequently—
reshuffled. The CCP Organization Department’s
“Regulations on Cadre Exchange” decrees that
local leaders should not serve in their home
regions.12 But in Shanghai, since Jiang became gen-
eral secretary of the CCP in 1989, almost no high-
ranking officers (full or deputy Party secretaries and
full or vice mayors) have been transferred from
other regions into Shanghai’s Party committee or
municipal government.13

Jiang and Zeng have firmly controlled the selec-
tion of the municipal leadership in Shanghai and
continuously promoted members of the “Shanghai
gang” to the central government. Their efforts to
transfer Shanghai officials to other provinces and
major cities, however, seem unsuccessful thus far.
Among the 62 current top provincial chiefs (Party
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secretaries and governors), only one, Meng Jianzhu,
Party secretary of Jiangxi, has been transferred from
Shanghai.

The fact that very few of the members of the
“Shanghai gang” currently serve in the leadership of
other provinces suggests that Jiang and Zeng have
faced strong local resistance in appointing Shanghai
officials on others’ turf. In addition, the percentage
of the seats on the 15th Central Committee (both
full and alternate memberships) that the “Shanghai
gang” occupied was almost negligible (4.1 percent).
This is largely due to the fact that deputies at the
1997 Party Congress blocked the election of nomi-
nees favored by Jiang, especially those from
Shanghai.

Zeng faces a dilemma: he can take advantage of
his power as the head of the CCP Organization
Department to appoint members of the “Shanghai
gang” to important positions, but the political spot-
light will focus on his use of favoritism, thus creat-
ing more public resentment against him.Therefore,
Zeng has cautiously—almost meticulously—
manipulated the process of reshuffling and promo-
tion of provincial leaders in order to form a broader
power base beyond the “Shanghai gang.”While Hu
has a large number of followers in inland provinces,
Zeng has attempted to develop many allies among
leaders in coastal provinces.

His allies in provincial top leadership in coastal
regions originate largely from three groups: 1) his
fellow princelings, 2) his fellow natives from Jiangxi,
and 3) Jiang’s old friends.

1. Zeng’s Fellow Princelings
Although Zeng has attempted to keep his distance
from other princelings, during his directorship in
the CCP Organization Department some
princelings were appointed to the posts of provin-
cial Party secretary and governors, including Bo
Xilai (governor of Liaoning), Xi Jinping (governor
of Fujian), Bai Keming (Party secretary of Hainan),
Yu Zhensheng (Party secretary of Hubei), Hong Fu
(Party secretary of Jilin) and Tian Chengping (Party
secretary of Shanxi). Among them, Bai and Yu are
both close friends of Zeng’s, and their friendship
traces back to their teenage years.

Many princelings have had career experiences
similar to Zeng’s. Like Zeng who worked as a mishu
(personal secretary) for a senior leader in the State

Council, Xi Jinping and Bo Xilai also once served as
mishus to senior leaders in the State Council and the
General Office of the CCP Central Committee
respectively. Also, like Zeng, these provincial heads
with princeling backgrounds chose to work in
coastal cities to expedite their careers.Yu, Bo and
Xi, for example, served either as mayor or Party sec-
retary of Qingdao, Dalian and Fuzhou, coastal cities
that have the status of special economic zones or
make economic planning under the direct supervi-
sion of the State Council (danlieshi). Economic
achievements were more easily attained in these
rich coastal cities.

2.Zeng’s Fellow Natives from Jiangxi
The same birthplace  (chushengdi) or native origin
(jiguan) has always played an important role in the
political socialization of Chinese elites.The overrep-
resentation of Chinese leaders with Jiangsu and
Shandong origins, for example, has received much
attention.14 Among the 62 provincial chiefs, ten
were born in Jiangsu. Four currently serve in coastal
provinces (Beijing Mayor Liu Qi,Tianjin Mayor Li
Shenglin, Hebei Party Secretary Wang Xudong and
Jiangsu Governor Ji Yunshi). Wang was Zeng’s
deputy in the CCP Organization Department
before being appointed to his current post.

Zeng was born in northern Jiangsu, but he usual-
ly identifies himself as a native of Jiangxi, where his
parents were born and where he spent part of his
childhood. Largely because of the same Jiangxi
native origin, Zeng has developed a close relation-
ship with Wu Guangzhen, Party secretary of
Shandong. Wu, currently a Politburo member, is
another heavyweight in China’s provincial leader-
ship.Wu not only has had broad leadership experi-
ence in several provinces (Hubei, Jiangxi and
Shandong), but has also promoted many of his assis-
tants and deputies to high offices. For example,
among the other 61 current provincial chiefs, six
previously worked under Wu.15 No other provincial
chief has had so many high-profile protégés at the
same level of leadership as Wu has had.

3. Jiang’s Old Friends
Several provincial leaders in coastal provinces are
Jiang’s close friends. Two are currently Politburo
members who occupy important posts of provincial
leadership. One is Party Secretary of Guangdong Li



Changchun and the other is Party Secretary of
Beijing Qia Qinglin. Li has a solid power base in his
native province, Liaoning, whose provincial leaders
have also recently been transferred to head other
provinces. Jia’s association with Jiang traces back to
the 1960s when they both worked in the First
Ministry of the Machine Building Industry. Jia spent
about a decade as a provincial leader in Fujian
before he was appointed by Jiang to head the
Beijing municipal government in 1996.

Both Li and Jia will likely keep their member-
ships in the 16th Politburo. Li is also a front-runner
for a seat on the Standing Committee of the
Politburo. But recent corruption scandals in both
Liaoning and Fujian where they were once leaders
may jeopardize their future careers. It remains to be
seen whether, due to their mutual interests, Jiang’s
confidants who are not from Shanghai will form an
alliance with Zeng after Jiang’s departure.

CONCLUSION

What makes this moment in Chinese history truly
extraordinary, and this political succession particular-
ly noteworthy, is the fact that various types of ten-
sions (e.g., factions, regions, generations, and social
strata) are being acknowledged, and conflicts of
interest are recognized. Prominent political figures
such as Hu and Zeng will probably be willing to
compromise and cooperate—not because they are
motivated by democratic ideals, but because they
recognize their own limitations, and therefore, the
necessity for sharing power.Time will tell whether
the Hu-Zeng dynamics will eventually lead to a
political system in which factional politics is not only
legitimized and transparent, but one in which vari-
ous constituencies and the general public will also
have their interests protected and their voices heard.
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W
hile the majority of attention concern-
ing the pending leadership change in
China is focused on the new generation

that will accede to the top of the Communist Party
and government (State Council and National
People’s Congress) hierarchies, an equally important
transition will take place at the pinnacle of the mili-
tary: in the Central Military Commission (CMC), in
the seven Military Regions, and in the four General
Departments.To be sure, changes in these top insti-
tutions mirror a broader generational turnover
underway throughout the officer corps in the
People’s Liberation Army (PLA).A much more pro-
fessional officer corps is coming of age and being
reflected across the services.1 If tradition holds, a
meeting of the CMC will take place just after the
16th Party Congress.At this special conclave we can
expect a sweeping set of retirements and replace-
ments at the top of the PLA hierarchy.

CHANGING OF THE GUARD

Of the eleven current members of the CMC, slight-
ly more than half (six) are over retirement age (70)
and are thus due to retire following the 16th Party
Congress. In addition to Jiang Zemin (76), those
expected to retire include Minister of Defense Chi
Haotian (75), General Zhang Wannian (74), Chief of
Staff General Fu Quanyou (72), General Wang
Ruilin (74), and General Political Department
Director General Yu Yongbo (70). What are the
implications of these personnel changes? 

Consider, first, the case of Jiang Zemin.There has
been considerable speculation that Jiang may intend
to hold on to his position of CMC chairman, while
stepping down from his positions as state president
and general secretary of the CCP. There are also
recent reports that Jiang will again seek (as he did at
the 14th Congress) to resurrect the position of CCP
chairman, while Hu Jintao becomes CCP general
secretary.This will likely meet with resistance, given
the precedent set at the 12th Party Congress in 1982

by Deng Xiaoping when the position of Party
chairman was abolished. It may also be seen by
many in the Party as an inappropriate attempt by
Jiang to perpetuate his formal rule. My guess is that
Jiang will be forced to forego his Party leadership
position to Hu Jintao. Jiang may be able to hold on
to the CMC post, and there would certainly be a
precedent for a leader heading the CMC while not
heading the Party (namely Deng Xiaoping). But
there is at least an equally good chance that Jiang
will be forced to cede the CMC chairmanship to
Hu as well.

There are several reasons for this conjecture. First,
and perhaps most important, is the fact that the
CMC is a Party organ, and for the CMC to be
headed by someone other than the Party leader,
someone not even in the Standing Committee of
the Politburo, would make a mockery of the much-
vaunted principle that “the Party commands the
gun.” While there is a second and simultaneous state
CMC, it is of secondary importance and the mem-
bership is identical. Jiang is also expected to retire as
state president at the March 2003 National People’s
Congress, thus also reducing the possibility of his
chairing the state CMC. When Jiang secured his
second five-year term as CCP general secretary in
1997, he promised that he would agree to step down
from all Party and government posts at the 16th
Congress. This was part of the quid pro quo at the
time, for Jiang’s desire to involuntarily retire his rival
Qiao Shi, ostensibly on the basis of age.2 For these
reasons, I would expect Jiang Zemin to step down
from his position of CMC chairman, to be replaced
by Hu Jintao. However, this does not necessarily
mean that either Jiang’s influence with the senior
military brass would be eclipsed or that it would
automatically accrue to Hu Jintao.

If Hu Jintao accedes to the CMC chairmanship,
how would the military view their new command-
er-in-chief? It is difficult to say. On the one hand,
other CMC members have had three years to grow
accustomed to Hu (although his promotion to vice

The Leadership Succession in the Chinese
Military

DAVID SHAMBAUGH

David Shambaugh is professor of political science and international affairs and director of the China Policy
Program, George Washington University, and Woodrow Wilson Center fellow.



chairman was rebuffed at least twice before his pro-
motion in September 1999). No doubt the military
would give due deference to Hu as senior leader of
the Party and state, as there do exist important insti-
tutional norms to enforce such fidelity. On the other
hand, he has no military service of his own and no
real previous experience of interacting with senior
PLA commanders. His position would not be unlike
that of Hu Yaobang or Zhao Ziyang in the 1980s,
or—for that matter—Jiang Zemin when he named
chairman in November 1989.3 In Jiang’s case, he
gradually earned the respect of the military brass
over time, although his predecessors never did. If Hu
Jintao is to do so, then he needs time, a strategy of
progressive cultivation of central and regional mili-
tary elites, some high-profile symbolic acts, and the
support of Jiang. He also needs to forge a close rela-
tionship with the senior-most officers who serve as
vice chairmen of the CMC. Of particular impor-
tance to Hu will be his relationship with General
Cao Gangchuan.

In my estimation, General Cao will become the
leading officer on the CMC and in the PLA.With
this promotion it is doubtful that Cao will continue
as head of the General Armaments Department
(GAD), and may become either Minister of Defense
(a nominal position) or chief of General Staff.Two
characteristics distinguish Cao Gangchuan’s career
path: expertise in conventional land armaments and
ties to Russia. These two attributes were fused
together when Cao was promoted to the position of
director of the Military Products Trade Office of the
CMC in 1990 and consequently became the PLA
point man for negotiating weapons purchases and
military cooperation with Russia. For the previous
five years Cao had served as deputy director of the
Armaments Department of the Headquarters of the
General Staff Department (GSD), and in November
1992 he was promoted to the position of Deputy
Chief of Staff with overall responsibility for PLA
equipment and weaponry. In 1996 Cao succeeded
Ding Henggao as director of the Commission on
Science, Technology and Industry for National
Defense (COSTIND), and subsequently presided
over its dismantling. He had been known to previ-
ously express great frustration with COSTIND and
its many failings to produce high-quality weaponry.
General Cao was therefore the logical choice to be
appointed to be the inaugural Director of the GAD

when it was created in 1998 (he may well, in fact,
have been responsible for conceptualizing the new
body and the revision of COSTIND). Cao was pro-
moted to the rank of full general in March 1998,
and shortly thereafter became a full member of the
CMC. His status and importance are anticipated to
increase in the next few years.

Another key CMC officer, and likely vice chair-
man, will be General Wang Ke.There is the possibil-
ity that he too may retire if the retirement require-
ment is strictly adhered to (he is 71), but it is just as
likely that Wang Ke will remain for a year or two as
a bridge between the third and fourth generations. If
he remains,Wang is in line to replace Fu Quanyou as
chief of staff, as traditionally the director of the
General Logistics Department moves over to head
the GSD. A veteran artillery commander,Wang has
been described as a “jack of all guns.”4

Geographically,Wang Ke served most of his career
in the northwest—primarily in the Xinjiang
Military District of the Lanzhou MR.Wang has thus
also enjoyed career-long ties to Fu Quanyou, and
undoubtedly to the late PLA elder Wang “Big
Cannon” Zhen, who oversaw Lanzhou and
Xinjiang as his personal military fiefdoms during his
lifetime.Wang Ke was also praised by Jiang Zemin
during his 1991 tour of Xinjiang, and soon found
himself propelled to be commander of the impor-
tant Shenyang MR (a good example of regional
commanders with whom Jiang met during his
1991-92 MR tours who were promoted to top
positions).Wang Ke is also known to be a leading
advocate of reforming tactics in line with the new
doctrine of “limited war under high technology
conditions.” After the Gulf War,Wang submitted a
report on Desert Storm to the CMC, which was
reportedly well received.5 During his time as head
of the General Logistics Department (GLD)
General Wang has been quite innovative in intro-
ducing new concepts of logistics to the PLA—par-
ticularly pre-positioning and systematized stock-
piles.

In 1999 two other officers of the “fourth genera-
tion” were promoted to the CMC: Generals Guo
Boxiong (66) and Xu Caihou (58). Both are des-
tined to move up in membership and help to anchor
the CMC, presuming their health holds (General
Guo is said to be suffering from an unspecified can-
cer). General Xu is surely destined to replace Yu
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Yongbo (70) as GPD chief, while General Guo will
likely replace Wang Ke at the GLD.

General Guo rose through the ranks of the
Lanzhou MR, serving successively as a squad leader,
platoon leader, regimental propaganda cadre, head-
quarters staff officer, and eventually MR deputy
chief of staff. From 1994-1997 he was transferred to
the Beijing MR, where he had the opportunity to
travel abroad with Defense Minister Chi Haotian
and domestically with President Jiang Zemin. In
1997 he was sent back to Lanzhou as MR com-
mander.Guo has longstanding career ties to Chief of
Staff Fu Quanyou (who was his commander in the
47th Group Army), as well as former Lanzhou MR
Commander Wang Ke.

General Xu Caihou has had a career in PLA
political work. Geographically, he has spent most of
his career in Jilin Military District of the Shenyang
MR—although at the time of his promotion to the
CMC he worked in the Jinan MR. In Jilin, Xu held
a succession of propaganda and GPD jobs. In
November 1992, he was transferred to Beijing
where he became assistant to GPD Director Yu
Yongbo, but also worked closely with Wang Ruilin.
With this backing, Xu is undoubtedly on track to
head the GPD following Yu’s retirements. In mid-
1993, Xu also assumed co-editorship of the
Liberation Army Daily.This was a sensitive time fol-
lowing the purge of  Yang Baibing, with the need to
garner control over the GPD apparatus. Xu per-
formed well and was promoted to deputy director
of the GPD in July 1994. From 1997 to 1999 he
served as political commissar of the Jinan MR.

NEW FACES IN THE HIGH COMMAND

With a civilian chairman of the CMC (whether it is
Jiang or Hu), Cao Gangchuan, Wang Ke likely to
become vice chairmen, and Guo Buoxing and Xu
Caihou continuing on as members, it raises the
question of what other new promotions will occur
in the PLA’s top body? There is no specified number
of members on the CMC, but in recent years it has
had around ten members.This would leave room for
five or so promotions.Who might they be? 

It is easier to speculate about what they are rather
than who they are. That is, during the 1990s it
became conventional (and perhaps required by reg-
ulation) that the directors of all four general depart-

ments would automatically become CMC mem-
bers. Hence, if indeed the shifts in positions outlined
above occur as predicted (Cao Gangchuan or Wang
Ke to GSD or Minister of Defense, Guo Boxiong to
GLD, and Xu Caihou to GPD), this would mean
that whoever replaced Cao Gangchuan at the GAD
would earn a set on the CMC. It is difficult to pre-
dict who this individual would be, although at pres-
ent there are no fewer than six GAD deputy direc-
tors. Of these, Chu Hongyan, director of the GAD’s
integrated planning department (zonghe bu) is the
most senior and likeliest possibility for promotion.

In addition to the GAD director, it is reasonable
to expect the commanders of several military regions
to be promoted. Throughout 2002 there has been
far-reaching shakeup of MR commanders. Several
were retired and several were rotated.Of the current-
ly serving MR commanders, Generals Chen Bingde
(Jinan MR), Liang Guanglie (Nanjing MR), and
Qian Guoliang (Shenyang MR) have served the
longest as military region commanders.Any or all of
these three could be promoted.All three have distin-
guished themselves in the PLA. Chen was com-
mander of the Nanjing MR during the 1996 Taiwan
Strait crisis, Liang has commanded several group
armies and has been an innovator in shaping the
PLA’s rapid reaction units, while Qian has overseen
the reorganization of heavy armor units and ground
forces in the Jinan and Shenyang MRs. On the other
hand, Chengdu MR Commander Liao Xilong, 62, is
the only MR commander to hold the rank of full
general (three stars). Guangzhou MR Commander
Liu Zhenwu is also a possibility for promotion to the
CMC. General Liu, 58, served successfully as the first
commander of the Hong Kong Special
Administrative Region (HKSAR) Garrison com-
mand, a former commander of the 42nd Group
Army, and has been an alternate member of the 15th
CCP Central Committee.He is a leading member of
PLA supreme General Zhang Wannian’s extensive
network throughout the upper reaches of the PLA.
Zhu Qi, commander of the Beijing MR, is another
possibility. Although he was only appointed earlier
this year, this military region is the most important in
China, and it is hard to conceive of other command-
ers of less important regions being represented when
the commander of the Beijing is not.

Another equally plausible scenario, which would
be more innovative, would be to promote the com-
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manders of the three services (the ground forces are,
in effect, commanded by the Chief of General Staff
and are not formally constituted as a separate service
branch). This would mean that the current com-
manders of the PLA Navy (Shi Yunsheng), PLA Air
Force (Qiao Qingchen), and PLA Second Artillery
(Yang Guoliang) would all move on to the CMC.
This scenario is plausible, as all three individuals cur-
rently hold the rank of full general (unlike six of the
seven MR commanders). It would be an unusual
precedent bureaucratically, however, as service com-
manders have traditionally not even been of equal
standing to MR commanders.

IMPLICATIONS: CONTINUING THE

BIFURCATION OF PARTY AND ARMY

These are the current proximate players in civil-mil-
itary relations in China today.The CMC will remain
the nexus of civil-military interaction, although it is
ostensibly a Party organ.This is important, as chan-
nels of civil-military interaction outside the CMC
have been radically reduced in recent years. The
PLA no longer has a representative on the Politburo
Standing Committee, and its representation on the
Politburo is presently limited to Zhang Wannian and
Chi Haotian (both of whom are slated for retire-
ment). It will be interesting to see if this norm
changes at the 16th Party Congress, although tradi-
tionally there has not necessarily been a military
member on the Politburo Standing Committee.

Other informal channels of PLA influence have
also been reduced in recent years.As late as the mid-
1990s the Hong Kong media reported a series of
extra-institutional channels through which the sen-
ior PLA brass sought to influence policy, e.g., senior
military officers would personally visit and lobby
Deng Xiaoping and other leaders; they would
sometimes write “letters of opinion” and other doc-
uments expressing their views in inner-Party circles;
they would sit in on Politburo meetings; and retired
PLA elders would weigh in on policy deliberations.
If these reports were correct to being with (doubt-
ful), this all seems to have stopped, and the channels
of civil-military interaction have been restricted to
the CMC since the late-1990s.

As a result of these changes and the general bifur-
cation of army and Party elites of the “third genera-
tion,” in which not a single senior Party leader has

experience in the military and only one senior PLA
officer—Chi Haotian—has extensive experience at
the top of the Party structure, civil-military relations
have entered an entirely new and unprecedented
period. I use the term bifurcation to describe the sep-
aration that has taken place between the Party and
military in recent years.That is, the CCP has per-
mitted and encouraged the military to become
more professional and exclusively focused on its
modernization program. The military has also
become less politicized since the intense indoctrina-
tion of the 1989-1992 (post-Tiananmen) period.
Today the PLA sets its own priorities and is increas-
ingly given the fiscal and other resources to pursue
its modernization program without interference
from the Party.

As a result, the PLA has become more corporate
and institutionally autonomous from the CCP.
Conversely, as noted above, the military’s intervention
in political affairs (i.e., foreign policy or Taiwan poli-
cy) has also reduced—leaving these policy spheres to
civilian Party elites to manage. It is quite likely that
the so-called “fourth generation” will continue this
trend toward bifurcation. For the PLA, the result will
be an increasingly modern and professional military
force. Politically, however, whether this trend moves
the PLA from being a “Party army” to being a
“national army” is the big question for the future.

ENDNOTES
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A
s China prepares for a major leadership
transition at the 16th Party Congress,
renewed attention has been paid to the

prospects for meaningful political reform. For more
than two decades, China’s ossified political institu-
tions have creaked and groaned under the demands
of a dynamic, thriving market economy and the
attendant rising expectations of 1.27 billion newly-
empowered Chinese consumers. Although reform
experimentation in villages and townships through-
out China has produced a broad range of pragmatic
local government innovations, including direct elec-
tion of village leaders, the political picture in Beijing
is less reassuring.There, at the center of the Chinese
system, the continued lack of public accountability
of top political leaders, the absence of meaningful
restraints on the CCP’s monopoly of power, and the
consequent blurring of lines between Party and state
authority serve to highlight China’s institutional
sclerosis. Under such conditions it has proved
impossible, for example, for the National People’s
Congress (NPC) to pass laws independently of Party
initiative, for courts to act autonomously, or for the
mass media to scrutinize critically the behavior of
top officials. Still less has the Party-state permitted
spontaneous, unauthorized expression of dissent by
aggrieved citizens. Especially since the June 4, 1989
Tiananmen debacle and subsequent collapse of
socialism throughout the Soviet bloc, Chinese lead-
ers’ fear of popular unrest and instability has pre-
cluded both expanded political tolerance and mean-
ingful institutional reform.The result is an increas-
ingly dynamic, marketized economy harnessed to an
insensitive, anachronistic Leninist political apparatus.

As the contradictions within China’s disjointed
political economy have become more apparent—
and more troublesome—over time, speculation has
mounted concerning the reform propensities of the
emerging “fourth generation” of Chinese leaders,
who are expected to assume power after the 16th

Party Congress. With the current, septuagenarian
ruling troika of CCP General Secretary Jiang
Zemin, Premier Zhu Rongji, and NPC Chairman
Li Peng soon slated for retirement, outside observers
have been sifting through the life histories and fac-
tional ties of a small group of presumptive heirs
apparent—Hu Jintao,Wen Jiabao,Wu Bangguo and
Zeng Qinghong, among others—for clues to
China’s probable future political direction.

While much that is of predictive value can be
gained through a sensitive interpretation of individ-
ual career paths and organizational networks, a sin-
gle-minded focus on biographical details and per-
sonal connections may draw attention away from
other important factors that condition and constrain
the political behavior of top leaders.This paper seeks
to explore one such factor, viz., the catalytic role
played by the critical confluence between systemic
stress and innovative leadership in producing politi-
cal reform.

Throughout the post-Tiananmen decade of the
1990s, Jiang Zemin, following the lead of his patron,
Deng Xiaoping, repeatedly cited the need for “unity
and stability” as the prime reason for postponing
fundamental political reform. With the lessons of
Tiananmen and the 1991 Soviet collapse fresh in
mind, Jiang and his chaos-fearing colleagues circled
their wagons, pushing ahead with Deng’s audacious
marketization and “openness” policies while at the
same time jealously preserving the monopolistic
political position of the Communist Party. The
result, noted earlier, was that China entered the new
millennium with a vibrant (if troubled) economy
hitched to a retrograde polity.

With Jiang Zemin and Li Peng firmly committed
to upholding Deng’s “correct” verdict on the
Tiananmen crackdown, and with both men closely
identified with the two-track Dengist strategy of
liberal economic reform cum tight political control,
there was never much likelihood of major constitu-
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tional or institutional change occurring under their
stewardship. “Muddling through” was the order of
the day for Jiang Zemin and Li Peng. But what of
their successors? Under what circumstances might
Hu Jintao,Wen Jiabao, and the other fourth genera-
tion successors be willing pro-actively to confront
the discomfiting political legacies of the past and the
equally stressful challenges of the present and future?

SEARCHING FOR PRECEDENTS: MIKHAIL

GORBACHEV, CHIANG CHING-KUO, AND

CHUN DOO-HWAN

There are relevant precedents for colorless
Communist bureaucrats and authoritarian tech-
nocrats initiating broad, sweeping political changes.
Who would have predicted in the early 1980s, for
example, that Mikhail Gorbachev—a loyal appa-
ratchik (bureaucrat) in the Soviet Union’s post-
Stalinist party machinery—would launch democrat-
ic reforms with such profound transformative
potential? Was there anything in Gorbachev’s per-
sonal history or career path prior to becoming gen-
eral secretary of the Soviet Communist Party that
prefigured his startling post-Chernobyl policy of
“glasnost”(openness)” culminating in the constitu-
tional termination of the party’s 70-year monopoly
on political power? And what of Chiang Ching-
kuo, Moscow-trained son of Chiang Kai-shek and
former head of Taiwan’s much-feared secret police,
who succeeded his father as president of the
Republic of China in 1975? Shortly before his death
in 1988, Chiang Ching-kuo unilaterally rescinded
the oppressive martial law regulations imposed by
his father in 1949 and agreed to permit electoral
competition by “dangwai” (non-Kuomintang) politi-
cal parties—measures that culminated, within a few
short years, in the near-complete democratization of
the Taiwanese political system. Such examples have
served to confound the conventional wisdom,
which for decades held that Leninist-style one-party
regimes were inherently incapable of meaningful
self-reform because the leaders of such regimes
would never voluntarily relinquish their political
monopoly.These examples also serve to remind us
that bold, visionary leadership can—indeed, at times
does—emerge in the most unexpected places.

Looking at the situations that confronted Mikhail
Gorbachev and Chiang Ching-kuo (as well as

General Chun Doo-hwan in South Korea, another
“hard authoritarian” leader who opted for demo-
cratic reform in the late 1980s), it is apparent that
their decisions to launch major institutional reform
were taken under circumstances of critical, rising
societal stress. For Gorbachev, the stagnant, ossified
Soviet “command economy” could not bear the
weight of continued Cold War competition with the
United States. Faced with strong conservative oppo-
sition from a deeply entrenched Soviet bureaucracy,
however, Gorbachev was unable to reform the econ-
omy from above; and his far-reaching “perestroika”
(economic restructuring) initiatives thus failed to
take hold.To free the economy from the vise-like
grip of central planners, therefore, Gorbachev first
had to challenge the political stronghold of the appa-
ratchiki. It was this calculation that led him to cham-
pion a more “open” Soviet society and to enlarge the
political authority of representative institutions such
as the Congress of People’s Deputies. Only too
late—and at considerable political cost to himself—
did Gorbachev come to fully realize the system-
transforming implications of “glasnost.”

Chiang Ching-kuo’s reforms also took place
against a backdrop of mounting systemic stress.
During the 1960s and 1970s, Taiwan’s economy
developed rapidly, jump-started by American eco-
nomic aid and further enabled by progressive gov-
ernmental agricultural policies, flexible manufactur-
ing techniques, a skilled and disciplined workforce,
and a coherent national strategy of export-led
industrialization. By the 1980s, however, cumulative
political tensions and frustrations engendered by a
regressive, “hard-authoritarian” political system
threatened the island’s prospects for continued pros-
perity and peaceful development. Increasing popular
support for the long-banned Taiwan Independence
Movement was the most obvious symptom of rising
malaise. Throughout the 1970s and early 1980s
political tensions surfaced episodically in local
demonstrations and acts of defiance against the
mainlander-dominated Kuomintang one-party dic-
tatorship. Such tensions reached a peak in 1979 with
the infamous Kauhsiung riot—an anti-government
demonstration by Taiwanese nationalists that result-
ed in hundreds of citizens being arrested and beaten
by government troops.

In many respects, the Kauhsiung debacle marked
a watershed in Taiwan’s modern political history.
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Thereafter, the government appeared to be on a col-
lision course with increasingly self-confident social
forces demanding full political participation and
representation for the indigenous Taiwanese, who
comprise the overwhelming majority of the island’s
23 million people. Against this background, Chiang
Ching-kuo’s dramatic reforms in 1987 represented a
bold attempt to create a more broadly based, inclu-
sive Kuomintang regime, one that would tolerate
dissent and organized electoral competition.
Although Chiang died before the full effects of his
reforms could be felt, by the mid-1990s Taiwan had
emerged as the leading democratic success story in
East Asia. By the turn of the millennium, the peace-
ful electoral replacement of the Kuomintang by the
pro-independence Democratic Progressive Party
marked the culmination of a remarkably successful,
wholly peaceful democratic transition.

In South Korea, the “hard authoritarian” military
regime of General Chun Doo-hwan faced rising
popular protest in the 1980s. The regime’s brutal
suppression of anti-government demonstrations in
Kwangju in 1980, coupled with deteriorating eco-
nomic conditions, had created a volatile mix of ris-
ing social unrest.With students and workers taking
to the streets in large numbers in the summer of
1987, demanding an end to military rule, and with
South Korea slated to host the Summer Olympic
Games a year later, in 1988, Chun faced a painful
choice: to crack down hard on protesters (and there-
by risk global opprobrium on the eve of the Seoul
Olympics), or to hand over the reins of power to
reform-minded civilians (and thereby relinquish
authoritarian control). In the event, Chun—like
Chiang Ching-kuo—chose the path of reform.

Although intensified socioeconomic and political
stresses were a necessary condition for systemic
reform in Taiwan, the Soviet Union, and South
Korea, they were not a sufficient condition.Without
the decisive leadership of Gorbachev, Chiang and
Chun, Russia,Taiwan and South Korea might look
quite different today. One need only consider the
rising popular unrest faced by Burmese leaders in
the late 1980s (or China’s 1989 Tiananmen demon-
strations) to appreciate that political reform is not
always or necessarily chosen over cracking-down
when “hard authoritarian” leaders confront mount-
ing popular unrest.The key, then, is the confluence
of systemic stress and leadership receptivity. As sug-

gested earlier, such confluence is extremely difficult
to predict in advance.

THE RELEVANCE OF THE SOVIET AND

TAIWANESE MODELS

Although it is relatively easy to find examples of
“democratic breakthrough” in the 1980s, it is more
difficult to assess the degree of relevance, or fit,
between these cases and the current Chinese politi-
cal situation. Are there sufficient similarities that
might point to the likelihood of major political
reforms being introduced by China’s new fourth
generation leaders? Is there anything in their collec-
tive demographic profile that might suggest a capac-
ity for systemic innovation? On the one hand, China
in 2002 is arguably beset by societal stresses equal to
(albeit different from) those confronting Mikhail
Gorbachev, Chiang Ching-kuo, and Chun Doo-
hwan in the late 1980s. In China, as a cumulative
result of industrial reforms launched over the past 15
years, thousands of unprofitable, inefficient state-
owned enterprises have been shut down or merged,
creating a dramatic rise in urban unemployment
(currently estimated unofficially at 16-20 million,
roughly 7-8 percent of China’s urban work force). In
the absence of adequately funded retirement pro-
grams and unemployment benefits for displaced
workers, there has been a sharp upsurge in the inci-
dence of labor unrest throughout the country—
including sporadic acts of collective violence against
industrial employers and local government officials.
This malaise has been exacerbated, inter alia, by
mounting popular discontent over rampant official
corruption; dramatic and rising rural vs. urban and
coastal vs. interior inequities in income distribution;
predatory extraction by rural officials of exorbitant
taxes, levees, and user fees from impoverished rural
dwellers; and a banking system plagued by cronyism
and awash in bad loans.These various focal points of
societal stress have yet to reach the point of criticali-
ty where they might coalesce or metastasize into an
organized challenge to the Communist Party.
Nevertheless, the government’s coercive overreaction
to a peaceful protest by members of the Falun Gong
in 1999, to give but one example, illustrates the con-
tinued insecurity of China’s leaders. Some outside
observers have even begun to predict—perhaps
wishfully—the regime’s imminent demise.
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In such a situation of mounting sociopolitical
stress, China’s entry into the WTO holds the poten-
tial for further exacerbating the country’s socioeco-
nomic problems—e.g., by substantially increasing
the pressure of foreign competition on such long-
protected, inefficient (but critical) economic sectors
as farming, heavy machinery, telecommunications,
and transportation. If unemployment should spike
sharply in these sectors, and if economic growth
should slow appreciably from the recent eight per-
cent annual average to a more modest five or six
percent—a development many economists consider
likely—the Party could face an additional, substan-
tial loss of popular confidence.

THE SEARCH FOR POLITICAL SOLUTIONS

Partly in response to such problematic develop-
ments, both real and anticipated, Chinese leaders
have begun to call for the CCP to update its anti-
quated mission statement and revive its sagging pub-
lic prestige.Already, three of Deng Xiaoping’s origi-
nal “four cardinal principles”—adherence to social-
ism, the people’s democratic dictatorship, and
Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought—have
been attenuated to the point of near-irrelevancy.
Only the fourth principle—unquestioned obedi-
ence to Party leadership—has retained its original
importance. But this principle, too, is tottering; and
the CCP itself is acknowledged—by no less an
authority than Jiang Zemin—to be in need of a
thorough-going mission overhaul.

In the spring of 2000 Jiang launched a “Three
Represents” (sange daibiao) campaign, a nationwide
public relations blitz calling for the CCP to repre-
sent not just the class interests of the workers and
peasants, as in the past, but the “advanced forces of
production, advanced culture, and the interests of
the broad masses.”Though intended to  broaden the
Party’s appeal, Jiang’s “Three Represents” reportedly
evoked a very mixed response in Chinese society,
ranging from lukewarm support to apathy and
downright cynicism.

In a related attempt to reform the Party from
within, on July 1, 2001, Jiang called for the admis-
sion of capitalist entrepreneurs into the CCP.This
speech evoked a firestorm of controversy, however,
and was subsequently criticized from both right and
left. From the right, Jiang was chided for delivering

his speech without having sought the prior approval
of the Politburo’s Standing Committee, ostensibly in
violation of established norms of collective leader-
ship; from the left he was criticized by leading Party
conservatives for virtually inviting China’s nouveau
riche bourgeoisie to capture the CCP from within.
Such swirling controversy served to underline the
difficulty of implementing even limited institutional
reforms from above in Leninist systems.

At the August 2001 summer leadership meeting
in Beidaihe, Jiang stressed that if the CCP wanted to
retain its leadership mantle, it had no choice but to
change from a Party representing workers and peas-
ants to a “party of the whole people” (quanmin dang).
Reiterating his previous call to admit capitalist
entrepreneurs and other new classes into the Party,
Jiang called for a second round of “thought emanci-
pation” (the first having been initiated by Deng
Xiaoping in 1979), stressing the need to “progress
with the times.”

Although the precise implications of Jiang’s
exhortation were unclear, policy advisors close to
the CCP general secretary have gone well beyond
his minimalist call for within-Party reform. For the
past two years, analysts at Beijing’s Central Party
School, the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences,
and various Chinese think tanks have actively stud-
ied the political dynamics of Western Europe’s social
democratic parties and political systems. Since the
summer of 2000, several top Chinese leaders—
including fourth generation’s  heir apparent Hu
Jintao—have traveled to Western Europe where,
among other things, they have held discussions on
party organization with leaders of the German SPD
and the British Labor Party.While it would require a
substantial stretch of political imagination to foresee
the purposeful reinvention of the CCP as a
European-style social democratic party, the fact that
Chinese leaders are openly examining alternative
political forms is significant in itself.

The biggest obstacle to such an orderly transition
is the fact that it is extremely difficult to control the
pace and momentum of political reform once it has
begun—as both Mikhail Gorbachev and Chun
Doo-hwan discovered belatedly (and quite painful-
ly). Having set in motion the forces of within-sys-
tem political reform, both men were overwhelmed
by the march of events. Of the major instigators of
democratic reform in the 1980s, only Chiang
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Ching-kuo is today remembered as a true “hero” in
his own society—perhaps because he died before his
mistakes could come back to haunt him. In any
event, the problem with trying to introduce gradual,
piecemeal democratic reforms within a “hard
authoritarian” regime is that the introduction of a
little bit of political freedom and accountability, like
a little bit of marketization or a little bit of pregnan-
cy, tends to generate uncontrollable momentum.

A key difference between “hard” authoritarian
regimes and “soft” ones lies in the presence of at
least some political accountability in the latter.
Although neither Singapore nor Hong Kong would
qualify as full electoral democracies, top leaders in
both systems are at least indirectly accountable; in
both systems there are competitive parties; and ordi-
nary citizens elect at least some of their representa-
tives.Thus far, the political will to undertake such
far-reaching institutional redesign in China has been
conspicuous mainly by its absence.

Although radical top-down regime transforma-
tion is not considered likely in the near future,
might not a worsening of the socioeconomic stress-
es mentioned earlier help to overcome elite resist-
ance to partial systemic reform?  Under such cir-
cumstances, might we not reasonably expect China’s
fourth generation leaders to experiment with more
inclusive, hybrid forms of “soft authoritarian” gover-
nance? This would presumably involve relaxing
present restrictions on unofficial religious and social
organizations, enlarging the scope of political and
intellectual tolerance, and strengthening the autono-
my and efficacy of existing “consultative” bodies
such as the National People’s Congress, the Chinese
People’s Political Consultative Conference, and the
PRC’s eight existing “democratic parties”—relics of
the CCP’s “united front” policies of the 1950s tradi-
tionally disparaged by critics as “flowerpots” because
of their close control and supervision by the CCP.
This is precisely the direction in which former CCP
General Secretary Zhao Ziyang was moving before
he was purged in the spring of 1989 for displaying
excessive sympathy for pro-democracy student
demonstrators. Since Zhao’s purge, serious political
reform has been conspicuously absent from the
leadership’s agenda.

But times—and leaders—change. Most signifi-
cant, perhaps, is the fact that none of the top fourth
generation leaders slated for promotion at the 16th

Party Congress has a deeply-vested personal or
political interest in upholding, at all costs, the
regime’s official verdict on the June 4, 1989,
Tiananmen Massacre.The anticipated retirement of
Jiang Zemin and Li Peng at (or soon after) the 16th
Party Congress will remove from power those
whose reputations and legacies would stand to suffer
most from a reassessment of the June 4 debacle. As
premier of the State Council in 1989, Li Peng was
the leading governmental proponent of a hard-line
response to student demonstrators. By the same
token, as Deng Xiaoping’s hand-picked successor,
Jiang Zemin has been duty-bound to honor Deng’s
injunction never to “reverse the verdict” on
Tiananmen. No top level fourth generation lead-
ers—not Hu Jintao, not Wen Jiabao, not Wu
Bangguo nor even Jiang’s protégé, Zeng
Qinghong—has such an overriding obligation, per-
sonal or political, to reject out-of-hand a pragmatic
reassessment of the events of May-June 1989.
(Indeed, this may be one reason why Jiang Zemin
and Li Peng have reportedly been reluctant to retire
fully at the 16th Party Congress.)

Moreover, unlike their third-generation prede-
cessors, the fourth generation leaders are entirely a
product of post-revolutionary political socialization.
Not a single fourth generation leader joined the
Party or the Army prior to the birth of the PRC in
1949. Members of this generation thus tend to be
more flexible politically and ideologically than their
predecessors.Where China’s third generation elites
are sometimes referred to as “socialist technocrats”
because of their entry into administrative/political
roles in the Soviet-inspired 1950s, a different label
can be applied to the fourth generation—viz.,“mar-
ket technocrats.” Overwhelmingly, these rising
elites, now mostly in their late 50s, joined the CCP
in the 1960s and early 1970s. Most were recruited to
responsible political/administrative roles in the early
years of Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms.To a
considerable extent, their political views and orien-
tations were heavily influenced by the traumatic
experiences of the Cultural Revolution.

Given these demographic characteristics, and the
“routinization of charisma” that normally follows by
two or three generations a revolutionary change of
regimes, China’s fourth generation leaders may be
expected to display (as did Gorbachev, Chiang and
Chun before them) a greater willingness to examine
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various “soft authoritarian” alternatives to the con-
tinuation of an increasingly dysfunctional status quo.
In this connection, it is relevant to note that among
the few remaining Communist states, only Cuba
and North Korea—both still in the grip of first-gen-
eration charismatic founders or their immediate off-
spring—have remained implacably hostile to sys-
temic reform.

BEYOND THE FOURTH GENERATION:
POLITICAL REFORM IN THE LONG RUN

If the fourth generation should prove capable of
modest but measurable quantitative movement in the
direction of “soft authoritarian” political pluralism
and openness, then—barring unforeseen economic
or political crises—a qualitative breakthrough might
be expected to occur within about a decade, with
the rise to power of the fifth generation. For it is the
fifth generation of cosmopolitan,Western educated,
entrepreneurial Chinese elites, wholly untainted by
the shadow of  Tiananmen and largely indifferent to
the imperatives of Deng’s “four cardinal principles,”
that would seem to offer the greatest hope for a
genuine democratic breakthrough in China.

Signs of inter-generational differences are not
hard to find. At a recent conference on political
reform held in Beijing, political scientists from
China and abroad openly discussed such once-taboo
subjects as press freedom, multi-party democracy,
and leadership succession. When a well-known
fourth generation reform theorist took the floor at
the conference to extol the virtues of a so-called
“Third Way”—an institutional compromise
between single-party authoritarianism and multi-
party democracy—younger members of the audi-
ence, impatient with the slow, halting progress of
political reform to date, were heard to hiss audibly.1

Although the simple passage of time would thus
seem to favor the forces of gradual political evolu-
tion in China, there is nonetheless a possibility of
more discontinuous change. A sudden, sharp eco-

nomic downturn, for example, accompanied by
accelerated and potentially metastasizing sociopo-
litical discontent, is also plausible. Would such a
scenario give rise to a democratic breakthrough as
under Gorbachev or Chiang Ching-kuo? Or
would it produce an instinctive Leninist resort to
violent repression, a là Tiananmen? While no-one
can say for certain, it is at least plausible to conjec-
ture that China’s fourth generation leaders—
though they assume power with little in their
backgrounds that would augur bold innovation—
may prove more politically far-sighted and less
risk-averse than their backgrounds would other-
wise suggest. As the cases of Gorbachev and
Chiang Ching-kuo suggest, “muddling through”
may not be a viable long-term option for Leninist
regimes confronted with the pluralizing pressures
of global information flows, thriving markets, and
rising citizen expectations.

The Fourth generation is arriving on the political
scene at a critical moment in China’s modern histo-
ry.The country today exhibits greater creative ener-
gy, greater intellectual diversity, greater socioeco-
nomic dynamism, and less stifling political dogma-
tism than at any time in memory. But China’s prob-
lems—rising inequality, urban unemployment, rural
stagnation, rampant corruption, and a banking sys-
tem teetering on the brink of insolvency, inter alia—
are also daunting. Harnessing the Chinese Leviathan
and guiding it with minimal social friction and dis-
ruption into the 21st century is the biggest chal-
lenge facing China’s new leaders. Other things
being equal, the fourth generation is arguably better
equipped to deal with this challenge than any previ-
ous group of Chinese leaders. How they respond to
the vicissitudes of a rapidly changing world, howev-
er, will depend, as always, on a combination of tal-
ent, vision, political will—and just plain luck.

ENDNOTE

1. Reuters (Beijing), July 19, 2002.
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FOUR TOP CONTENDERS IN THE FOURTH GENERATION LEADERSHIP

Compiled by Cheng Li

Name Brief bio Post (current/future) Network Strength Weakness

Hu Jintao Born in 1942, Jiangsu;
native Anhui;
engineer by training; 
CCP functionary;
head of Communist Young
League;
Party secretary of Guizhou
and Tibet.

Current: vice president,
Politburo Standing Committee
member, vice chairman,
Central Military Commission.

Future (anticipated): president
and CCP general secretary.

1) "Qinghua Clique;"
2) Chinese Communist Youth
League;
3) Central Party School.

1) designated-successor to
Jiang Zemin;
2) solid power base;
3) low-profile;
4) known for nationalist
appeal, esp. to young people;
5) popular among the public;
6) acceptable by both left and
right.

1) no connection with the 
military;
2) no concrete achievements;
3) no credentials in economic
or foreign policy.

Wen Jiabao Born in 1942, Tianjin;
engineer by training;
CCP functionary;
chief of staff, CCP General
Office.

Current: vice premier;
Politburo member.

Future (anticipated):
Premier.

1) close association with 
Zhu Rongji; 
2) none of his own.

1) work experiences as chief
of staff for three general sec-
retaries of the CCP;
2) broad leadership experi-
ences in various sectors, esp.
in agriculture and
finance/banking;
3) no factional background;
4) popular among the public.

1) no power base;
2) no connection with the 
military;
3) no provincial level leader-
ship experience.

Zeng Qinghong Born in 1939, Jiangsu;
native Jiangxi;
engineer by training;
CCP functionary;
chief of staff, CCP General
Office.

Current: head, CCP Organi-
zation Department; Politburo
alternate member.

Future (anticipated):
standing member of Politburo.

1) close association with
Jiang Zemin;
2) "Shanghai Gang;"
3) princeling.

1) a skilled tactician;
2) currently in charge of per-
sonnel affairs;
3) Jiang’s successful con-
sigliore.

1) unpopular with many 
officials;
2) princeling background;
3) no experience in economic
or foreign policy;
4) resented as Jiang’s hatch-
et-man.

Li Changchun Born in 1944, Liaoning;
engineer by training;
industrial manager;
mayor of Shenyang;
governor of Liaoning;
Party secretary of Henan and
Guangdong.

Current: Party secretary of
Guangdong; Politburo member.

Future (anticipated):
executive vice premier;
Politburo Standing Committee
member.

1) close association with
Jiang Zemin;
2) close association with
many provincial leaders.

1) reputation for handling
tough jobs;
2) relatively young;
3) experiences in three major
provinces: Liaoning, Henan
and Guangdong.

1) some of his associates
involved in corruption scandals;
2) often seen as a protégé of 
Jiang Zemin.



46

A
S

IA
 P

R
O

G
R

A
M

 S
P

E
C

IA
L
 R

E
P

O
R

T

Collective Characteristics The 3rd Generation The 4th Generation

Age in 2002 Between late 60s and mid 70s Between late 40s and early 60s

Major Historical Event during 
Their Formative Years

The Socialist Transformation (1949-58) The Cultural Revolution (1966-76)

Educational Background:
Field
Level
Foreign trained

– Mainly technocrats
– Mainly college graduates
– Many trained in the Soviet Union in the 1950s

– Mainly technocrats, with some economists and lawyers
– Increasing number of Master/Ph.D. degree holders
– Some younger leaders trained in the West in the 1980s

Political Solidarity Share strong bonding experience Lacking political solidarity because they fought with each
other during the Cultural Revolution

Ideological Commitment More dogmatic Less dogmatic and more open-minded because of disillu-
sionment following the Cultural Revolution

Work Experience Primarily as CCP functionaries and industrial managers More diverse work experiences (some were assigned to
distant regions after college graduation and others were
"sent-down youths" during the Cultural Revolution)

Political Network Civilian leaders with bureaucratic affiliation (e.g., Ministry
of Petroleum Industry & Ministry of First Machinery
Industry) 

Military leaders with Field Army association

Many advanced their careers through Chinese Communist
Youth League, and/or worked as mishu (personal secre-
taries) to senior leaders. 

Some military leaders advanced their careers through mili-
tary academy ties (e.g., National Defense University) 

Economic Policy Orientation Emphasis on coastal development and large-scale urban 
construction

Emphasis on more balanced regional development and the 
establishment of a social safety-net

A COMPARISON OF THE CHARACTERISTICS OF THE 3RD AND 4TH GENERATION OF LEADERS

Note:This table is based on Cheng Li, China’s Leaders:The New Generation. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2001).
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Perry Link, Richard Madsen, Chin-Chuan Lee, Yongming Zhou, April 2002

Special Report: Undercurrents in Japanese Politics
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Special Report: U.S.-China Relations since the End of the Cold War

Craig Thomas, Stanley Roth, Minxin Pei, Merle Goldman, Xing Qu, Dimon Liu, Cal Cohen, Jiemian Yang, Kun-
shuan Chiu, Robert Suettinger, Xinbo Wu, Arthur Waldron, August 2000

Special Report: “Us” Versus “Them”: Cultural Nationalism in Japanese Textbooks

Alexei T. Kral, July 2000

A copy of any publication can be obtained free of charge by contacting the Asia Program. Please include your
name, address, and the title of the desired publication.

The Woodrow Wilson Center Asia Program

One Woodrow Wilson Plaza

1300 Pennsylvania Avenue, NW

Washington, DC 20004-3027

Ph: 202-691-4020 Fax: 202-691-4058

Email: asia@wwic.si.edu http://www.wilsoncenter.org



48

ASIA PROGRAM SPECIAL REPORT

ONE WOODROW WILSON PLAZA, 1300 PENNSYLVANIA AVENUE, NW, WASHINGTON, DC 20004-3027

OFFICIAL BUSINESS

PENALTY FOR PRIVATE USE $300

THE WOODROW WILSON INTERNATIONAL CENTER FOR SCHOLARS
Lee H. Hamilton, Director

BOARD OF TRUSTEES
Joseph B. Gildenhorn, Chair; Steven Alan Bennett, Vice Chair. Public Members: James H. Billington, Librarian of Congress; John W.
Carlin, Archivist of the United States; Bruce Cole, Chair, National Endowment for the Humanities; Roderick R. Paige, Secretary, U.S.
Department of Education; Colin L. Powell, Secretary, U.S. Department of State; Lawrence M. Small, Secretary, Smithsonian
Institution; Tommy G. Thompson, Secretary, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Private Citizen Members: Joseph A.
Cari, Jr., Carol Cartwright, Jean L. Hennessey, Daniel L. Lamaute, Doris O. Matsui, Thomas R. Reedy, Nancy M. Zirkin

WILSON COUNCIL
Steven Kotler, President. Diane Aboulafia-D'Jaen, Charles S. Ackerman, B.B. Andersen, Cyrus A. Ansary, Charles F. Barber,
Lawrence E. Bathgate II, John Beinecke, Joseph C. Bell, A. Oakley Brooks, Charles W. Burson, Conrad Cafritz, Nicola L. Caiola,
Raoul L. Carroll, Scott Carter, Albert V. Casey, Mark Chandler, Peter B. Clark, William T. Coleman, Jr., Michael D. DiGiacomo,
Sheldon Drobny, F. Samuel Eberts III, J. David Eller, Sim Farar, Susan Farber, Charles Fox, Barbara Hackman Franklin, Morton
Funger, Gregory M. Gallo, Chris G. Gardiner, Eric Garfinkel, Bruce S. Gelb, Steven J. Gilbert, Alma Gildenhorn, David F. Girard-
diCarlo, Michael B. Goldberg, William E. Grayson, Raymond A. Guenter, Gerald T. Halpin, Edward L. Hardin, Jr., Carla A. Hills, Eric
Hotung, Frances Humphrey Howard, John L. Howard, Darrell E. Issa, Jerry Jasinowski, Brenda LaGrange Johnson, Shelly Kamins,
Edward W. Kelley, Jr., Anastasia D. Kelly, Christopher J. Kennan, Michael V. Kostiw, William H. Kremer, Dennis LeVett, Harold O.
Levy, David Link, David S. Mandel, John P. Manning, Edwin S. Marks, Jay Mazur, Robert McCarthy, Stephen G. McConahey, Donald
F. McLellan, J. Kenneth Menges, Jr., Philip Merrill, Jeremiah L. Murphy, Martha T. Muse, Della Newman, John E. Osborn, Paul Hae
Park, Gerald L. Parsky, Michael J. Polenske, Donald Robert Quartel, Jr., J. John L. Richardson, Margaret Milner Richardson, Larry
D. Richman, Edwin Robbins, Robert G. Rogers, Otto Ruesch, B. Francis Saul, III, Alan Schwartz, Timothy R. Scully, J. Michael
Shepherd, George P. Shultz, Raja W. Sidawi, Debbie Siebert, Thomas L. Siebert, Kenneth Siegel, Ron Silver, William A. Slaughter,
James H. Small, Thomas F. Stephenson, Wilmer Thomas, Norma Kline Tiefel, Mark C. Treanor, Christine M. Warnke, Ruth
Westheimer, Pete Wilson, Deborah Wince-Smith, Herbert S. Winokur, Jr., Paul Martin Wolff, Joseph Zappala, Richard S. Ziman


