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ONE
Assessing the Chinese Communist Party and Its Many Changing Roles



JACQUES DELISLE

As the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) begins its second century and looks forward to its centenary as the ruling political party of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), the institution that Mao Zedong and his comrades founded in semi-colonial Shanghai in 1921 is a remarkable, if troubled and troubling, entity. With more than 90 million members, the CCP is the world’s second-largest political party, ranking below only India’s much easier-to-join Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), and exceeding the total population of all but fifteen countries.1

Meeting the simplest and arguably most important test for success as a political party, the CCP has held on to power. It has done so without interruption since it prevailed in a protracted revolutionary, international, and civil conflict that gave the party substantial governing experience before it established the PRC in 1949. The CCP has been more durable than its sibling ruling communist parties and their party-state regimes. It has outlasted its one-time “elder brother”—the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. With the exception of the Korean Workers’ Party in North Korea—now a client state of the PRC—the CCP is the longest-tenured among the communist parties now in power.2 It faces no evident near-term threat of being ousted.

Those at the apex of power in China hold top positions in both the party (general secretary, membership on the Politburo and its Standing Committee, and so on) and the state and government (president, premier, chair of the National People’s Congress, and so on). At provincial and subprovincial levels, party structures parallel governmental bodies, and the party secretary overshadows his or her governmental counterpart (the governor or mayor). The CCP has its own external affairs apparatus, operating in parallel to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the government-side foreign policy apparatus. The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) was at its inception part of a semi-fused party-army and today still answers to the Central Military Commission (CMC) under party leadership more than to the Ministry of National Defense.

Key posts throughout the government, other public institutions, and nonpublic organizations, and other positions of prominence and power at many levels in China are restricted to party members, their occupants determined by party-run systems of appointment. In recent decades, the overlap between the party and China’s fast-rising business elites has grown considerably. People closely connected to high-level or relatively high-level members of the party have fared very well in China’s burgeoning economy, sometimes thanks to political connections. Successful businesspeople seek the advantages of party membership or are recruited under the party’s cooptative policies. Long-evolving symbiotic, clientelist, or corporatist relations link the party-state and businesses. And high-flying entrepreneurs who flout party-mandated rules on business behavior or who are seen by the party as both powerful and politically suspect face party-driven sanctions, some imposed through legal and regulatory means.3

To a great extent and increasingly, “the party leads all” (党是领导一切的/dang shi lingdao yiqie de)—a phrase of Mao’s from the party’s early decades in power and reflected in text added to the CCP charter under Xi Jinping.4 The party’s high-profile 2021 “Resolution on the Major Achievements and Historical Experience of the Party over the Past Century” characterized leadership by the CCP as the “defining feature of socialism with Chinese characteristics” and affirmed the party’s “core role” in exercising leadership and “coordinating efforts of all sides,” while Xi’s speech commemorating the party’s centennial declared the need to “uphold the firm leadership of the Party” and asserted that “China’s success hinges on the Party.”5 As the authors in this volume address, the party touches almost every aspect of life in China, and dominates some. The party—directly or through other institutions, especially the many organs of the state6—oversees, steers, or reaches into all corners of China’s governance, economy, society, and external affairs, or at least claims the authority, and often has the capacity, to do so. The party’s doctrines and policies are defining, or at least highly influential, factors in shaping the internal life of the party and state, defining the limits of the obligatory and the permissible in social, economic, and political activity, and shaping China’s increasingly weighty impact abroad.


The Party Animal: Authoritarian, Nationalist, Developmentalist, Leninist

The Chinese Communist Party is a complex organism, and a challenge for would-be taxonomists. It is accurately characterized as authoritarian, nationalist, developmentalist (in the economic sense), and Leninist (or a distinctively Chinese subspecies of the Marxist-Leninist or communist genus). The CCP ticks the boxes for authoritarian rule.7 Its leaders and lesser members hold government posts—as well as party posts invested with extensive political power—without a mandate from, or accountability to, a democratic electorate. In practice, positions of power are assigned from above or by a narrow party or party-dominated selectorate. A few other political parties are allowed to exist and are acknowledged in the party’s united front work and state institutions, such as the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, but they are politically irrelevant, or nearly so. In the major global indexes of regime type, China is consistently and uncontroversially categorized as “authoritarian” or “autocratic.”8 Once-perceived sprouts of democracy have withered or, at best, struggled to survive: contested elections at the most local, initially subgovernmental, level in the countryside, and limited, semi-competitive elections extending up to Local People’s Congresses in urban areas that appeared to be possible harbingers of direct and meaningful voting for higher-level bodies; and elements of “intra-party democracy” that seemed to have had potential to develop within, and move beyond, the party.9

In typical authoritarian and, especially, Leninist fashion, the party’s idea of democracy has been to rule in the interests—not pursuant to the will or expressed preferences—of “the people” (a category that in CCP-ruled China has excluded some, and sometimes much, of the population). In the party’s lexicon, democracy generally has meant “democratic centralism” and the “mass line,” whereby the views of the public are taken into account but are formulated by the vanguard party and then followed by the public. Opportunities for public input into policy choices—which are ultimately the prerogative of the party—exist, and they grew considerably during much of the reform era. But they have remained largely ad hoc, informal, and not institutionalized—matters of grace from above rather than rights from below, and envisioned as a means for improving the quality and sustainability of party rule.10

Although durable, the party’s authoritarian rule has not been static in its general character. During some periods in the Mao era, hard authoritarian—on some evaluations, totalitarian—rule was the norm. “Bad” class backgrounds (a shifting category that variously included landlords, rich peasants, counterrevolutionaries, capitalists, criminals, and other “bad elements”) or suspected views that departed from a rigid and shifting political orthodoxy triggered “enemy of the people” status and subjection to “dictatorship.” Softer authoritarian rule prevailed at other times, most notably during the most open phases of the reform era. Some observers saw such developments as portending a possible nonwrenching transition toward more liberal or democratic governance, perhaps echoing the trajectory of other formerly authoritarian regimes in East Asia.11 So far, the still-evolving politics of the Xi era lie somewhere between the poles of earlier periods.

The party’s authoritarian rule has faced multiple crises—some of its own making. The most serious instances include the Great Leap Forward (in which a radical party-led organizational experiment led to a vast humanitarian disaster), the Cultural Revolution (when the party’s supreme leader unleashed a debilitating attack on the party), and the Tiananmen Democracy Movement (which, before its violent suppression, called for major political reforms and resonated with trends that would lead to the end of Communist Party rule across the Soviet Bloc). Other perils for party rule came from China’s often dangerously adversarial, and ideologically hostile, relations with one or both superpowers (the Soviet Union from the later 1950s into the 1980s, and the United States from the founding of the PRC into the early 1970s, and, on some accounts, again in the 2010s and 2020s in an incipient “new Cold War”).12 At various points, the party’s legitimacy and authority have suffered due to intense intraparty conflict, ruinous policy choices, partial and ambivalent political reform, adverse consequences of rapid economic growth and related social change, increased openness to the outside world, and corruption and abuse of power by party and state officials. Such challenges have prompted party efforts to rebuild public support, acquiescence, or subordination, as well as to reform the party itself.13

The CCP also has been, and remains, a nationalist party. In recent years, nationalistic themes have become increasingly prominent in the party’s rhetoric and more central elements of its claimed mandate to rule. Nationalism is reflected in signal phrases of the Xi era, such as the “Chinese Dream” and “Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation,” by the prominent place accorded to nationalist themes and accomplishments in the party’s self-presented history, and by the CCP’s praise—unimaginable during the Mao era—of Chinese cultural traditions (including Confucianism).14 At home and abroad, the party has touted CCP-led China’s assertedly superior performance, relative to other countries, on matters ranging from a Chinese model of development (for economic progress with political stability) to containing the COVID-19 pandemic (in contrast to the United States’ handling). These messages have sounded nationalistic to domestic and foreign audiences.15

The party’s nationalism has early and deep roots. The CCP’s taking power was in part the triumph of a decades-long nationalist revolution. That revolution had antecedents in ethnic Han opposition to the Manchu-headed Qing dynasty, and grew in response to colonial and quasi-colonial encroachments on territory and sovereignty imposed on a weak China in the nineteenth century. The nationalist revolution came to fruition in the war against Japan (in which the CCP was part of the coalition seeking to drive out the invaders), followed by the CCP’s civil war victory over the Kuomintang (KMT) or Chinese Nationalist Party—the CCP’s mid-twentieth-century rival for the mantle of Chinese nationalism.16 In coming to power and in the years that followed, the CCP pursued and fulfilled an agenda that it had adopted (rather than created) and shared with a wide spectrum of nationalist revolutionaries: overcoming unequal treaties that had been forced on China’s last imperial government, ending colonialism and extraterritorial rights for foreigners, and making China strong enough to be free of foreign domination and secure from existential external threats. As Mao put it, when proclaiming the establishment of the People’s Republic, “China has stood up.”

Although Taiwan remained, in the party’s narrative, a vestige of Japanese colonialism, a remnant of an unfinished civil war, and a product of ongoing impermissible foreign intervention in China’s internal affairs (primarily by the United States), the principal instances of alien rule on Chinese soil came to an end with the return of Hong Kong and Macau in the 1990s. The two Special Administrative Regions (with a kindred arrangement envisioned for a postunification Taiwan) formally limit the role of the PRC’s central government, pursuant to the “one country, two systems” principle. This arrangement leaves a special role for the party through its United Front Work Department, which operated in Hong Kong and Macau before they returned to Chinese sovereignty and which includes a Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Macau unit as its only bureau with a mandate for a specific geographic area outside the Chinese mainland.17 During the PRC era, the mission of China’s party-led military has expanded from repelling or deterring foreign invasion to projecting power ever farther abroad—as well as, in extremis, preventing and suppressing domestic challenges to party rule and political order.18

With the CCP in charge, achievements in the long-running quest for national wealth and power have helped make China the nearest peer of the world’s sole superpower. This rise has given China significant and growing capacity to shape international institutions, rules, and norms.19 China’s influence is, in this domain as in others, deployed to serve agendas set by the party leadership (which, concurrently holding top government posts, maintains control over foreign policy). The party also plays a more direct role in international affairs, partly through specialized party organs and the tools of political warfare.20

The CCP’s top priorities have included rapid economic development, by leading a “developmental state.”21 Here, too, party rule has seen significant success, with the PRC rising from being one of the world’s poorest nations to an upper-middle-income country. China boasts the world’s second-largest economy, more than 700 million lifted out of poverty (and, in 2020, purportedly the elimination of extreme poverty), a middle class of around 700 million, and emerging prowess and potential dominance in major high-tech industries.22 The party leadership has set economic policy priorities, partly through its own broad policy pronouncements and partly through its leaders occupying top government policymaking posts.

At various points, the party has also pressed economic agendas through channels alongside the government policy apparatus. This approach is partly reflected in high-profile and oft-repeated rhetoric concerning economic goals. For Mao, “the Soviet Union today” was China’s “tomorrow” (primarily a reference to economic planning for development), and China would “surpass Britain and catch America” (specifically referring to steel production but also broadly conveying ambitions for breakneck economic development during the Great Leap Forward). The early reform era brought a focus on the “Four Modernizations” (mostly of the economy) and “Reform and Opening to the Outside World” (principally in economic affairs). Under Xi, the party has committed to the “Four Comprehensives” (the first of which adopts the Dengist idea of building a moderately well-off society), the achievement of a “modern socialist country” by the mid-twenty-first century (a goal for the PRC centenary that builds upon the achievement of a moderately well-off society by the party’s hundredth anniversary), and “shared prosperity” (a core element of the Belt and Road Initiative for expanding China’s international economic engagement). To varying degrees, the party has also directed or intervened in more fine-grained decisionmaking at the enterprise or production unit level. Economic planning with substantial party roles in firm management in the 1950s and the radical reorganization of economic activity under more party-centered structures (especially in the countryside) during the Great Leap Forward are among the most extreme examples. Xi-era moves to increase party influence in enterprises of all types show a recent, albeit limited, resurgence.

The party’s chosen means for pursuing development have swung wildly and disruptively, in sync with shifts in party-defined ideology: from the early embrace of a broadly Soviet-style economy that depended on a large state planning bureaucracy and state and collective ownership; to the Great Leap Forward’s reliance on campaign-style mobilization, radical organizational change, and ideological motivation in the failed pursuit of rapid increases in agricultural and industrial output; to the reform era’s turn to material incentives, markets, decentralization of decisionmaking authority to local governments and enterprises, and engagement with the international economy; to a revival of the party-state’s role in steering the economy and the party’s presence within enterprises during Xi’s tenure (with partial antecedents in the “state advances, the private sector retreats”—国进民退/guojin mintui—phenomenon of the Hu Jintao years). Party-driven economic policies often have meant inefficient growth and sometimes have had catastrophic consequences, but a high-priority party goal has almost always been rapid growth and modernization.

The possible major exception during the post-1949 period was the radical phase of the Cultural Revolution, when noneconomic political-ideological goals were paramount. Other seeming departures from ardent developmentalism or “GDP fundamentalism” are more consistent with economic development goals. Early examples include efforts to recover from severe economic setbacks: policies reminiscent of the Soviet New Economic Policy of the 1920s followed the Great Leap Forward, and the Four Modernizations and early reform-era policies followed the Cultural Revolution decade. More recent and complex examples include policies that reflect a willingness to incur short-term reductions in growth (as well as the costs of belatedly building social security and welfare systems) to address adverse social consequences and environmental effects—and resulting risks to political order and long-term development—that have accompanied the reform era’s fast-paced and highly unequal growth.23 The party has pursued these policies under many rhetorical banners, including “all around development,” “scientific outlook on development,” “green GDP,” and “harmonious society” under Hu; and “ecological civilization,” “building a moderately prosperous society,” combatting “unbalanced development,” and achieving “high quality economic development” under Xi.

Authoritarian, nationalist, and economic-developmentalist—the CCP is all of these. So, too, are many other successful political parties, past and present. Authoritarian governance is commonplace in the contemporary period, characterizing more than one-third of all regimes, including in many states where the Chinese model—increasingly touted by the CCP under Xi—may hold most appeal.24 China has been governed by authoritarian regimes since long before the CCP took power. The CCP’s nationalism, too, is not particularly distinguishing. Starting in the nineteenth century, and resurging during post–Second World War decolonization, again amid the post–Cold War breakup of Soviet Bloc states, and yet again in the retreat of the Third Democratic Wave and the recent turn against liberal internationalism, nationalism has been a principal basis for ruling political parties’—and, often, their rivals’—claims to power.25 The CCP’s leadership of a developmental state also does not make party-ruled China unusual. This type of regime is common in the developing world today, and has been the historical experience of many now-affluent industrialized democracies. During the reform era, China’s CCP-run regime has followed many of the tenets of the East Asian Model of development pioneered by Japan and pursued by South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, Singapore, and others during periods of rapid growth.26

The most exceptional category—at least actuarially—to which the CCP belongs is the Leninist-style ruling party. A literature on the Leninist party and its Chinese variant—with foundational work produced several decades ago—provides insights into the CCP throughout its century-long history and seems newly relevant in assessing the party in the era of Xi. “Organization” (including organizational change) and “ideology” (including shifts in its roles and contents) are themes that run through, and bind together, the chapters in this book. Views vary concerning the definitive attributes of a Leninist party or a Leninist party in power, but some basic features are widely accepted and are manifest in the CCP. As the title of one of the seminal works asserts, ideology and organization are core attributes and pressing concerns for Leninist parties, including the CCP. They coexist in a mostly symbiotic relationship, with ideology providing the binding force and mission for a party that seeks to implement the policy prescriptions and propagate the principles of its ideology.27

As an organization, a successful Leninist party is disciplined, hierarchical, and built to pursue leadership-defined missions. The party often seeks radical transformation of the institutions and society around it. The party archetypically penetrates and directs other significant political, economic, and social entities. At a minimum, it maintains a monopoly (or near-monopoly) over organized activity that is or might become politically significant. In its early decades in power, the CCP under Mao famously followed this template. It violently destroyed old social structures and hierarchies and socialized or collectivized enterprises, land, and other economic assets in cities and rural areas. The party remade state institutions and staffed responsible government positions with cadres who answered to the party hierarchy as well as to their bureaucratic superiors. The CCP’s entwinement with the military was especially close—“the party in uniform” (in the phrase Andrew Scobell uses in this volume). The party established a multilayered structure of party officials and activists that parallels, and in many ways overshadows, the geographically defined structures of government, and that reaches below the lowest levels of formal government, into urban neighborhoods and rural villages. During much of the reform era, party policy supported (or at least tolerated) development of organizational capacity outside, but still under the control or supervision (and at the sufferance) of the party. Examples range from government institutions, including courts—which were to be more professional and more strongly differentiated from the party-state—to a rich variety of nongovernmental entities such as business associations and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).

Yet, as the literature on Leninist parties also addresses, zeal for organization has coexisted with ambivalence—at times disdain—for institutionalization. The Weberian legal-rational form of organization is at odds with the Leninist party’s charismatic aspects (sometimes institutional, sometimes personalistic) and its imperative of a “combat ethos” (a trait emphasized in classic studies).28 Institutionalization of politics is in tension with several features of Leninist parties: the importance accorded to ideology and unity behind a correct “line,” which sometimes shifts dramatically; the persistent possibility, and frequent reality, of highly concentrated power at the top, which invites personalized rule and factional conflict; and a highly instrumental understanding of government structures, laws, and other mechanisms of political power, which can make institutions less autonomous and robust.

Such features are amply present in the history of the CCP. The party in power has seen much trouble with succession and stability at the top. Mao went through four designated heirs, with Hua Guofeng only briefly holding the top posts after the chairman’s death. Despite efforts to establish a more orderly process to replace “I live, you die” politics, Deng Xiaoping—who forewent formal leadership positions while remaining de facto paramount leader—purged two apparent successors before Jiang Zemin became the post-Deng holder of top party—as well as state and military—posts. Seeming progress toward a two five-year term norm with Jiang and Hu crumbled with Xi’s determination to stay on indefinitely as party general secretary (as well as president and CMC head). Below the apex, factional struggles and purges have been a recurring feature of high-stakes, poorly institutionalized politics from the CCP’s earliest days through the current period (when a vigorous anti-corruption drive has felled political targets, while also pursuing stronger party rule).29 Dramatically organization-disrupting moves have roiled the CCP and the system it has ruled. Major examples include the communes and other disruptive changes during the Great Leap Forward, the all-out assault on the party (as well as other institutions) during the Cultural Revolution, and the military-led revolutionary committees that briefly substituted for toppled party and government structures after the Cultural Revolution’s most radical phase. Periods of reconstruction followed as CCP leaders relearned the lesson of the importance of the party as an organization.

The organizational challenges and programs for change are less dramatic in the Xi era than in the Mao era or in some parts of the reform era, as many of the chapters in this collection show. One key Xi-era theme has been to strengthen the party internally as an organization through, for example, reforming recruitment,30 cracking down on corruption (now defined as, in part, a problem of factionalism),31 and generally enhancing the party’s “self-supervision,” internal “institution-building,” and top-down intra-party discipline.32 Another major agenda item has been to extend and strengthen the party’s reach into and control over other organizations: government bodies (with the fading of the policy of “separating party and government” and the migration of major decisionmaking power back into elite party hands),33 enterprises (of all formal ownership types),34 the media,35 civil society organizations (CSOs),36 and grassroots rural governance (through concentrating power in the hands of a single local party official).37 In these pursuits, the Xi-era leadership has wielded mostly familiar but newly sharpened tools: creating new structures (such as the party Leading Small Groups, some later becoming more formal party-state entities); reinvigorating old organs (such as the party’s united front bodies for exercising influence abroad); using the party’s appointment power (the nomenklatura system—职务名称表/zhiwu mingcheng biao—and other forms of top-down vetting and review for filling, or emptying, positions) in government and nongovernmental units; and requiring nongovernment entities to accept stronger party guidance, establish party cells, or promote party work. Under Xi, another trend has been to enhance the party’s relative organizational strength by reshrinking the room for independent operation by potentially troublesome actors, including civil society organizations, private enterprises, and media.

As the authors in this volume address across many fields, Xi-era efforts to build the organizational strength and reach of the party may not succeed. Expanding the organizational footprint of the party may produce only superficial change or feigned compliance within party structures or an only nominally more party-penetrated economy and society.38 The means Xi has chosen to consolidate and exercise power have eroded the modestly institutionalizing formal norms that had emerged in elite politics,39 and Xi’s campaign against the ostensibly existential threat of corruption has not been strongly institution-building.40

More fundamentally, a narrowly instrumentalist view of institutions undermines the Weberian and Leninist imperatives to build and use organizations. Examples of this phenomenon discussed in this book include the apparatus for pursuing Xi’s remarkably energetic and long-lived anti-corruption drive (the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI), followed by the National Supervision Commission) and the legal system (which faces what Ernst Fraenkel called the problem of the “prerogative state”—the untenability of maintaining a knowable and secure boundary between the realm where ordinary state law governs and the zone of non-law-governed discretion in politically sensitive matters).41

While issues of organization are a principal focus for a Leninist political party, ideology looms much larger than it does for more conventional political parties (and often has major implications for the party as an organization). As the classic accounts variously argue, a “hard” ideology gives the party, internally, its cohesion and discipline, and, externally, its animating—at times radically transformative—mission, and a mechanism for interpreting facts, guiding action, and communicating agendas.42 In power, the party requires of those inside the party—and, often, outside the party—adherence and expressions of fealty to its ideology, although there can be variation in how demanding the creed is and how zealous the compliance must be. At a minimum, no rival ideology is allowed, and potentially threatening heterodox views—a highly flexible and often expansive category—are not tolerated.

During the Mao era, the party’s approach to ideology was especially demanding, and ideological issues often were central concerns. Ideology was the focus, or at least the medium, of recurrent elite and factional struggles. The ideology of following the Soviet Union dictated much of the organizational configuration built during the party’s early years in power. In the Great Leap Forward, ideological beliefs about the power of organization favored radical efforts to remake recently established institutional structures. Maoist ideology became a paramount focus in the Cultural Revolution, fueling the devastating attack on the party and other organizations, and making a “correct” standpoint on Mao’s thought and other ideological issues a key source of power and the dividing line between “the people” and their enemies and between those entitled to hold power and those subjected to “dictatorship.”

During the reform era, ideology retreated to become what Cheng Chen calls in this volume, a “justifying instrument” for pragmatic policies of economic development. The intrusive ideological campaigns, study sessions, and monitoring of citizens’ views in their workplaces, schools, neighborhoods, and villages fell drastically—albeit unevenly—from Mao-era baselines. The content of ideology during the first decades of the reform era became notably softer. Sayings of the Deng years seemed at least superficially anti-ideological: “Practice is the sole criterion of truth,” “seek truth from facts,” “crossing the river by feeling for stones,” and “it does not matter whether the cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice.” The most prominent official terminology from later in the reform era continued to communicate relatively undemanding imperatives, with an emphasis on stability and inclusiveness: “Scientific Outlook on Development,” the “Three Represents,” “Harmonious Society,” and “the Chinese Dream.”

Yet, as such slogans—so well-known to China’s citizens (and China watchers abroad)—reflect, the party and its top leaders did, and do, not view ideology as something that could be set aside or radically downgraded. Perhaps the most core element of ideology during the reform era has been the “Four Cardinal Principles”: the socialist path, the people’s democratic dictatorship, the leadership of the CCP, and Marxism-Leninism-Mao Zedong Thought—a précis of long-standing ideological commitments and the principal organizational means for their implementation. Those core commitments, and others capturing the major “contributions” of each generation of leaders (by name in the cases of Mao, Deng, and Xi), are tellingly embedded in the preamble of the state constitution.

The most perilous moment for the party during the reform era was, in significant part, a crisis in ideology. The movement centered on the Tiananmen protests in 1989 was energized by elements of an enduring, often potent, and then globally resurgent alternative ideology: democracy. The crisis unfolded alongside the impending collapse of many regimes that espoused communist ideologies—a phenomenon that CCP analyses attributed partly to ideological lassitude or apostasy.43 In the years since, the party has taken kindred threats seriously, sharply criticizing perceived U.S.-led attempts at “peaceful evolution” (to make China’s internal political order more liberal and more to Washington’s liking), warily eyeing incipient prospects of a Chinese version of the “color revolutions” in former Soviet areas, and pointedly rejecting as unsuitable for China ostensibly universal political and legal ideas of Western origin (including in the CCP Central Committee’s famous Document 9 of 2013).44

Much of the tumult in ideology (as with organization) has been the result of happenstance or political leaders’ choices, but more fundamental issues—recognized in early studies of Leninist parties45—also have contributed to difficulties with the imperative of a strong ideology. First, in Leninist parties, ideology and organization have an ambivalent relationship, deeply interdependent yet mutually threatening. As the motivation and consequences of the Cultural Revolution illustrate, a too entrenched commitment to organization risks enervating ideology, yet a too ardent commitment to ideology (especially a highly transformative one) can ruin—and then require rebuilding—the party as an organization. Second, the party’s ideology changes to reflect changing circumstances in which the party operates. Although legitimizing flexibility and autonomy for the party leadership, this in-principle malleability can undermine the force and credibility of the party’s proclaimed ideology among its intended audiences, spawning problems that range from cynicism to fundamentalism.

Under Xi, the party again has shifted its approach and grappled with ideological challenges that it inherited. Ideology has been reemphasized. For Xi, ideology is a “disciplinary weapon”—a phrase Chen uses in this book, and one that reflects efforts to square the party’s ideological and organizational imperatives. Under Xi, the prominence of the top leader’s principal ideological formulations—the “Chinese Dream,” the “Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation,” and the “Four Comprehensives”—has outstripped the pattern during much of the reform era, if not the Mao years. “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era” has been written into the PRC constitution—an eponymous honor previously reserved for Mao and Deng and denied to Jiang and Hu—and has been given pride of place in the party charter and the 2021 official resolution on party history. More than at any time since the brief flirtation with fomenting global revolution under Mao, the party’s at least partly prescriptive ideology now extends to promoting a Chinese model abroad, with Xi-era declarations that China’s experience offers a template for others, especially for developing countries.46

As analyzed by many of the contributors to this collection, the party’s pursuit of a wider reach and stronger grasp in governmental, economic, and social entities under Xi in part seeks pathways to demand and promote greater absorption of, and conformity to, the party’s ideological dictates. Examples include abandonment of “separation of party and government” in favor of party leadership of government (and much else); retention of “legitimate” (in the party’s view) party influence over law and judicial decisionmaking, especially in politically salient cases and despite purportedly professionalizing and autonomy-fostering reforms;47 expanded requirements for the party’s formal presence in enterprises and CSOs;48 and continuing emphasis on loyalty to the party and party control in party-military relations, even at some cost to the military’s operational competence.49

Yet, the content of the ideology that receives such emphasis, and that is to flow through such organizational channels, is notably thin. Many of the signal phrases and much of their more detailed explication is vague, anodyne, or open-ended, or repackages familiar reform-era ideas with minor adjustments, or contains little more than calls for deference to the top leader and party leadership. This set of challenges is obliquely recognized in repeated Xi-era calls for the party to strengthen its leadership in the ideological sphere.50

The less transformative component of the party’s long-standing agenda in ideology—preventing the rise of alternative ideologies—has become more assertive under Xi. The Xi-era party has pushed to narrow the space for heterodox ideological views. It has used criminal laws (ranging from prohibitions of acts undermining state security and social order, to vaguely defined “pocket offenses”—such as “picking quarrels and provoking trouble”—to provisions addressing more ordinary crimes), and other coercive measures to quash political dissidents and activists, autonomy-seeking ethno-religious groups, rights-protection lawyers, and others. Other measures have reduced the ambit of critical media, both traditional and new. Party-initiated crackdowns have targeted civil society groups that hold a broadening range of disfavored views. The party, directly and through the state, has exercised greater supervision and leverage over social and economic actors (including through state-allocated access to financing and lucrative or prestigious business opportunities). Transnational propaganda, pressure, and persuasion efforts have sought to blunt ideologically resonant criticism of the CCP and China.

Finally, the relatively vigorous Xi-era efforts to sustain and reinvigorate the party both organizationally and ideologically underscore that it would be, at best, premature to think that the party’s over, or that it soon will be. Nonetheless, several features of the context in which the party now operates—many addressed in this book—pose serious and distinctive challenges for both the long-familiar and the more novel elements in Xi-era approaches. In today’s China, the party has become greatly dependent on what it seeks to tame or control and may hobble. Party and state cadres under the shadow of a tough and evolving anti-corruption drive and judges facing “lifetime responsibility” for broadly and vaguely defined errors may take the seemingly safer course of shirking duties or engaging in selective implementation.51 Reducing space for relatively autonomous organizations in civil society, religious activities, the media, enterprises, and grassroots governance can weaken party rule in several ways. It can deprive the party of feedback on unpopular or dysfunctional policies and corrupt or incompetent local governance, and steam valves for potentially explosive public discontent. It can diminish collaboration from actors outside the party-state (in remote villages, dynamic companies, or elsewhere) and reduce assistance from society in providing vital social and public services that citizens expect from the party-state.52 Ubiquitous digital monitoring mechanisms and greater insistence on ideological orthodoxy may prompt discontent or disdain or, worse, generate resentment and blowback from a public—especially a now-worldly large middle class, along with journalists, academics, lawyers, and many others—that has absorbed many unorthodox ideas and become accustomed to autonomy.53 As major Chinese enterprises have become transnational and integrated into global value chains, they have significant economic stakes and constraints that may diverge from, and put them at odds with, the party’s preferences and the party-state’s interests.54

The ideological character, nationalist content, and pro-authoritarian agenda of the party’s foreign affairs work might—or might not—effectively serve the party’s domestic purposes, but it also imperils China’s quest for stature, soft power, and less adversarial relations abroad (as the party’s leadership appears to recognize in its sometimes-grim assessment of the international situation and calls for remedial action by the party).55 In the extreme, especially given Xi’s concentration of power in his own hands and his apparent intention to remain in power indefinitely, a return to stability-threatening elite power struggles—especially in the context of a contested succession—cannot be ruled out.56



The Life of the Party: Assessing the CCP’s Many Evolving Roles

Chapters in this book assess the party’s roles across many aspects of China’s politics, government, economy, society, and relations with the outside world. The approaches taken vary in disciplinary perspective, ranging from comparative politics and international relations, to sociology, communications, and law. The chapters vary in apparent scope, with some focusing primarily on specific policies of the Xi era and others taking a broader view. Some examine the aims and actions of the party itself while others address the party’s impact through mediating institutions, principally those of the state. There is, nonetheless, much commonality among the authors’ approaches. Those who mostly address specific contemporary policies take them as examples of, and windows into, broader and longer-term patterns and trends. Chapters that mainly examine developments of the Xi era frame them with historical background, while those that assess changes across the PRC era devote their most in-depth analysis to the recent period.

The contributors to this volume raise and address common questions about the party’s roles and agendas across many issue areas. Is the period since Xi came to power a new era for the party’s role, entailing a qualitative break with the first decades of the reform era? The consensus answer is a qualified yes. The authors generally agree that contrasts between the Xi years and the earlier reform era are significant, reflecting potentially the most significant changes since the shift from the Mao years to the reform era. Beyond that, there is uncertainty or disagreement about the degree of disjunction. This pattern partly reflects assessments that the fate of many Xi-era changes cannot yet be known. More fundamental breaks are evident in some fields, while there is greater continuity in others. Some features of the current period harken back to pre–reform-era patterns, while others seem more distinctive to the challenges and opportunities of the moment. In many respects, the party’s shifting aims and changing roles reflect evolving efforts to address long-emerging problems. Such a diverse agenda is not conducive to a clear periodization with sharp inflection points.

How should we assess the party’s “success” or “failure”? The judgments offered in this volume vary, but they all reject unsatisfying approaches: applying coarse, binary metrics such as the CCP keeping or losing its hold on power; uncritically accepting the party’s own standards for—or conclusions about—its success; or making judgments that risk committing something akin to a fundamental attribution error (that is, assigning the CCP all credit or blame for China’s political stability and crises, its rapid economic development, rise to global power, and the sometimes-adverse consequences that have accompanied its successes).57 Should we measure the party’s performance against the
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