
With leadership transition, China inches toward a new era 

Iain Mills 

 

Following considerable speculation that it would be postponed or even cancelled, the 18th 

National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) will convene in Beijing on Nov. 8. 

The meeting marks the beginning of the final leg of China's extended leadership transition 

process and should give greater clarity on China's direction in the coming decade. 

 

Over the past two years, China's intricate and opaque leadership structure has been shaken to 

the core by a series of high-profile political scandals amid elevated economic uncertainty. 

Major disagreements on how to respond to these challenges have riven elite groups, and the 

factional coalition assembled and managed -- largely successfully -- by President Hu Jintao 

over the past decade has risked breaking apart as the party scrambled to contain its most 

profound crisis of legitimacy since 1989. 

 

Although key issues and personnel appointments remain unsettled, the announcement of the 

November congress coincides with other signals that what has appeared at times to be gridlock 

at the upper political echelons is easing. 

 

Since the National People’s Congress in March and the ouster of former Politburo member Bo 

Xilai, there has been a sustained increase in the pace of financial reforms, as well as progress 

on other headline issues, such as tentative steps toward energy price marketization, has also 

been made. Railway spending is normalizing, and local government funding channels are being 

unfrozen. Meanwhile, briefings suggest that since the Beidahe summer conclave and the 

puzzling disappearance and reappearance of Hu’s heir apparent, Vice President Xi Jinping, the 

majority of Politburo Standing Committee members are now in place and drawing up an 

ambitious reform agenda. Military appointments are also moving forward. 

 

This is not to say that the transition is finalized. Among the core issues yet to be resolved are 

the size of the Politburo’s new Standing Committee, the possibility and extent of judicial 

reform, how to deal with Bo, and whether Hu will remain as head of the Central Military 

Commission beyond the end of his term as president, as his predecessor Jiang Zemin did a 

decade ago. Speculation also exists over whether the reform-minded Guangdong party chief 

Wang Yang will be given one of the remaining seats on the Standing Committee; his fate could 

be a political weathervane for the new administration. 

 

While gradual reforms are helping to backstop the economic slowdown and reassure foreign 

observers that China’s rise has not peaked, major institutional reforms introduced by the new 

administration would serve as a more significant statement of intent. For example, reducing 

the Standing Committee from nine to seven members would result in a more streamlined body 

that may be better able to drive through policies, especially since the two positions reputedly 

being axed are the propaganda minister and head of public security, both representatives of 

entrenched power bases that have often blocked reforms. The removal of the head of public 

security, if confirmed, would also end the judiciary’s effective subjugation to the security 

apparatus and pave the way for a greater proportion of the party-state to come under the rule 

of law. 

 

An equally significant change could involve the expansion of “intraparty democracy.” Official 

literature places great stock in the party's ability for “self-correction” and “self-discipline,” even 

as examples of flagrant corruption among party elites have put the lie to claims that graft is a 

problem confined to low- and mid-ranking officials. Reform-minded leaders recognize that, just 

as during previous crises of legitimacy, major changes are needed to the way the party 

regulates itself. One proposal is that Politburo members could in future be elected by Central 

Party Committee members, marking a significant expansion of multiple candidacies up the 

organizational hierarchy. 

 

A further area of debate is foreign policy, where senior leaders are split on how best to 

handle territorial disputes with Japan and other nations, and where, more broadly, there is 

little to indicate that a unified and more consistent approach is emerging. 
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Substantive reforms are also on the table in the tax, benefits and welfare spheres, where 

current regulations favor state-owned enterprises at the expense of private industry and 

consumption, as well as the household registration system (hukou). Expanding basic welfare 

provision, arguably one of the most fundamental failures of the Reform and Opening project, is 

seen as vital for shoring up grassroots support and fostering a greater domestic culture of 

consumption. However, while Beijing has been able to increase its control over local 

governments through stricter monitoring of financial expenditure, policy implementation 

remains problematic, and rapidly building out a social safety net amid a growing pensions 

deficit is a particularly daunting task. 

 

One last and most likely decisive factor will be the policy positions adopted by Xi. Although 

he has made marginally more expansive comments since his reappearance, relatively little is 

known about him, even among high-ranking political and business circles. This may testify to 

Xi's skill as a discrete party operator. An equally plausible explanation is the Chinese 

expectation that a leader should neither assert himself until his position is entirely secure nor 

become publicly embroiled in intraparty politicking. But after a torrid period for the party, 

there appears to be a strong desire to put on a show of unity around the new leadership, and it 

may well be that Hu has quietly prepared a reform agenda up for Xi to implement quickly and 

effectively. 

 

However, while the potential for change is significant, the Chinese leadership is unlikely to 

abandon its inherent caution and preference for incremental policy refinement. Entrenched 

interests remain rife within the system, while Jiang’s public re-emergence in recent 

weeksindicates that the internal horse-trading continues. China's foreign policy apparatus is 

heavily distracted by the Japan dispute, while a recent white paper on judicial reform made no 

mention of substantive short-term change. 

 

As such, whatever the final composition of China's new leadership, even if the battle to enact 

reforms is won, the task of actually implementing them will be far from easy. Dealing with Bo 

may currently be the most pressing piece of business for China's leaders, but it is also the 

least difficult of the manifold challenges they face.  

 

Fonte: World Politics Review, 25 Oct. 2012. [Base de dados]. Disponível em: 

<http://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/articles/12447/with-leadership-transition-

china-inches-toward-a-new-era>. Acesso em: 25 Oct. 2012. 
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