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Social Issues Move to Center Stage
Joseph Fewsmith

For the past two decades, economic reform or, more precisaly, economic growth
haslain at the center of China s thinking about palitics. Consarvatives like Chen Yun
hoped to avoid socia and politica chdlenges by confining economic reform within a
“birdcage’; reformers like Deng Xiaoping hoped to outrun and defuse socid and
economic cleavages by developing the economy rapidly. In contemporary China, thereis
no escaping the fact that reform has created winners and losers, and that conclusonis
forcing socia issues to the center of political consciousness. Some believethat it is
dready too late to effectively address these issues, while others see them asforcing a
process of palitical reform. For the moment, political dites are giving few indications of
their specific intentions for politica reform but are nevertheless setting atone and a
framework that provide space for such issues. Although the 16th Party Congresswill be
important for many reasons, it seems likely that whatever leedership arrangements are
meade, the pace of palitical reform will increase. Whether it will increase sufficiently is
more difficult to answer.

In contrast to the periods immediately preceding the 13th (1987), 14th (1992), and
15th (1997) Party Congresses, there has been little specific focus on ideologica themesin
the buildup to this year' s 16th Party Congress. Prior to the 13th Party Congress there was
much focus on “politica reform,” wheress the themes of building a*“ socidist market
economy” and “ruling the country through law” were emphasized prior to the 14th and
15th Party Congresses, respectively. The mgor ideologicd initiative prior to thisyear's
16th Party Congress came last year with Jang Zemin's July 1 speech on the occasion of
the eightieth anniversary of the founding of the Chinese Communigt Party (CCP). That
speech touted such themes as absorbing newly emerging socia drata (e.g., private
entrepreneurs) into the party and inditutiondizing state-society relations through
consolidation of the CCP s podition asa“ruling party” (as opposed to a“revolutionary
party”), but it proved highly controversid within the party.! Asaresult, the party has not
focused on such themesin the buildup to the 16th Party Congress, and scattered reports
suggest that few “capitalists’ have been admitted to the party in the months since Jang's
gpeech. So with only about three months to go before the convening of the 16th Party
Congress, it isnot clear to what extent such themes will be emphasized in the key
politica report, or whether (or how) they will be written into any revisons of the party
congdtitution

On May 31, Jang Zemin gave a peech at the Central Party School, which is
widdy bdlieved to have adumbrated the themes of the political report to be presented at
the congress thisfdl. The occasion was the graduation of the provincia and bureau-leve
cadres attending the school this past year, the same occasion on which Jang, in 1997,
gave amgor address criticizing the “left,” tdling his audience, “[t]hereisno way out if
we study Marxism in isolation and separate and set it againgt vivid development in red
life’ as aprelude to the 15th Party Congress.? Thisyear' s talk was not o pointed, but it
frequently invoked the theme of “keeping up with thetimes’ (yushi jujin), and Jang was
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quoted as declaring that “if the affairs of the party and state are not to sagnate, then first
and foremost theory cannot stagnate.”  Jang aso affirmed the need to “actively and
stably promote politica structurd reform” and creste a*“ socidigt palitica civilization”
(but he resolutely rejected adopting Western-style multiparty democracy). In addition, he
reeffirmed aformulation from last year’s July 1 tak, declaring that the CCP isthe
vanguard of the proletariat and is*at the same time the vanguard of the Chinese people
and the nationdities of China.” This expresson is an obvious compromise between the
CCP straditiond declaration that the party is the vanguard of the proletariat and Jang's
evident desire to shift the focus to the party’ s leadership of al the people (to “represent
the fundamental interests of the broad masses of the people,” as Jang’s concept of the
“three represents’ putsit).3

The tone of Jang's May 31 speech suggests that, while Jang' s three represents
will be featured in the politica report and probably written into the party condtitution
(and subsequently the state congtitution the following spring), the politica report will be
strong on upbest rhetoric and weak on specifics. This approach is no doubt meant to
defuse tensons emanating from Jang's July 1 speech last year and allow a greater
display of party unity thisfdl, but it suggests two other factors aswell. On the one hard,
given disagreements within the party and uncertainties as to how local society would
react to a greater and more specific commitment to political reform (including such
things as admitting private entrepreneurs and holding direct eections at the township
levd), the CCP leadership seems content at the moment to set atone that will alow
limited and controlled experiments to continue & the locd level before trying to sum up
these experiences and endorse specific policy initiatives. This stance reflects the caution
of the current leadership, but dso suggests that political reform will be dlowed to
continue on alimited bass. On the other hand, the gpparent lack of ideologicd inititives
likely to be made this year reflects the difficult bargaining over personnd issues going on
in Beljing. Recent rumors (actudly renewed rumors) that Jang intends to stay on for
another term as generd secretary will probably turn out to be another bargaining ploy,
but recent interviews in Beijing suggest that well informed people take the rumors
serioudy. Thus, on the eve of the leadership’s annua retreat to the seaside compound at
Beidaihe, it gppears that many leadership issues remain undecided (something thet is
likely to continue right up to the eve of the congress).

The most important leadership issue involves how much power Jang Zemin will
be alowed to retain and which forms he will be dlowed to use to exerciseit. Jang
appears determined to retain ultimate authority, either through the retention of key offices
or the placement of persond protégésin critical positions. This apparent determination
raises the potentialy dangerous scenario that formal political power and formd or
informa military power will be divided, a Stuation reminiscent of the one that
contributed to the Tiananmen tragedy 13 years ago.

Social Issues Move to Center Stage

If thereisa sense in Bajing a the moment of smply waiting until the outcome of
the 16th Party Congress is known, there is nevertheless a belief that socid issues that
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have been put off or neglected are becoming more centrd to China s political evolution -
for better or worse--over the coming years. Some believe that the socid cleavages that
have emerged in recent years will enervate reform, leading China along a devel opmenta
path smilar to that in Latin America, i.e,, highly inegditarian and authoritarian (before
the recent wave of democratization). In contrast, others believe that the same socia
changes leave China no choice but to undertake politica reform, though no oneis
predicting rapid democratization.

The Pessmists. One pessmist with regard to China s future is He Qinglian, the
former Shenzhen Legal Newsjournalist who can perhaps be credited with opening
discussion of sociopalitica trends with her pathbreaking 1998 book, The Pitfalls of
Modernization. In that work, she argues that money and power became so intertwined in
Chinathat both the economic and politica systems were hopelessy corrupted and
incgpable of generating change. In amore recent article--one that dicited criticiam of her
ideas in China--she explores the risng income gap in China, blaming it on the corruption
of government cadres. Most recently, in an article written for the Princeton-based
Chinese-language journd Modern China Studies, He argues that China has contracted the
“Latin Americamdady,” by which she means a corrupt dliance of government and
business, a near bankruptcy of the rurad economy, an explosion of organized crime, a
widening increase in the gap between the rich and poor, and findly a collaboration
between domestic government and economic interests on the one hand and foreign
business interests on the other--an affliction that will only be worsened by China s entry
into the World Trade Organization (WTO).* Thislast point evokes Peter Evans' famous
discusson of the “triple dliance” among foreign investment, domestic business dlites,
and government officids that Evans bdieved sugtained authoritarian rule in Brazil in the
1960s and 1970s”

Another person who has argued aong amilar linesin Yu Shicun, the former
managing editor of Srategy and Management and currently a researcher for the Strategy
and Management Research Association. Y'u argues that some intellectud ditesin the
People' s Republic of China (PRC) have deceived themsdlves into believing thet aslong
as economic development continues, Chinawill inevitably develop amodern political
system and democracy. Conversdly, Yu bdieves that much of the momentum of reform
has dowed and, worse, that intdlectud attitudes are reverting to their well-worn state-
centric course. In contrast to the 1980s and early 1990s, when many intellectuas
“jumped into the sea’ of commerce, in recent years the space for individuas to creste
enterprises has narrowed while the government has increased professors salaries and
invited entrepreneurs to join the party; the result is that the “magnetic fidd” surrounding
government hasincreasangly pulled in intellectuds, reinforcing their tendency toward
dependence.®

Y et another scholar who has recently portrayed Chinese society in harsh termsis
Qinghua Univergty sociologist Sun Liping. Being pessmidtic is nothing new to Sun,
who authored one of the most compelling and discouraging portraits of contemporary
Chinese society in 1980. Inthat article, he and others argued that Chinese society was
not developing amiddle class--as he hoped that it would for reasons of both politica and
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socid gability--but rather that the middle class, such asit was, was being squeezed
between a more powerful and weslthier upper class and amuch larger poor class.’
Writing in the recent issue of Srategy and Management, Sun updates this argument,
saying that Chinais developing a“fractured” society rather than a plurdistic society.
Looking at the large-scde layoffs of recent years and the unwillingness of government
authoritiesto integrate rura migrantsinto the cities, Sun argues that arather substantial
part of the population is smply being cast off (taotai) and left outsde of industrid and
urban society. Sun, too, worries that WTO participation will exacerbate this process.
More to the point, he worries that unless the state makes more efforts to integrate these
socid groups into society, the seeds of socia turmoil will be planted.®

The Optimigts.  Although other intellectuas share the pessmigts sense that the
dramatic changes to China s society have become the Single most pressing issuein
contemporary China, they are more optimigtic that these socia tensons will propd the
sorts of political change that can meet the chalenge. One should perhaps call these
people cautioudy optimistic or Smply advocates of change rather than optimitic,
because there is a profound sense across the intellectua spectrum that Chinafaces avery
difficult period of sociopalitica changein which inditutiond reformswill come dowly
and unevenly, while expressons of discontent from laid-off workers and dissatisfied
peasants will continue. Nevertheess, in contrast to Sun Liping' s dark image of a
fractured society, the China envisioned by these people holds the potentid for plurdism
and politicd reform.

One prominent example of such thinking isthe lead article in the same issue of
Strategy and Management that published Sun Liping'sandyss. Thisarticle, written by
the gpparently pseudonymous Wan He, largely touts Chinese Academy of Socid
Sciences (CASS) sociologist Lu Xueyi’s recent book, Research Report on Social Strata
in Contemporary China. Lu'sbook, gpparently written in part to support Jang Zemin's
efforts to dampen notions of class struggle and to broaden the socia basis of CCP rule,
has proven very controversid and was criticized by conservative scholars at the CASS
and dsewhere. It is controversd in part because the very title of the book uses the term
“dratd’ rather than the more orthodox Marxist term “classes’” and because it depictsthe
socid dite of society as the managerid stratum in combination with a newly emerged
technocratic stratum and private entrepreneurs. In contrast, the workers and peasants are
seen asin decline® Disregarding these controversial aspects of Lu's book, Wan argues
that Lu’swork lays the foundation for turning attention from an exclusive emphasison
economic growth toward amore inclusive socid policy that would give play to dl socid
groups. Pointedly, he cites a 1988 article in which Zheng Bijian, the just-retired vice
president of the Centra Party School, argued that interest groups can be the key to
resolving “contradictions among the people.”  Acceptance of interests and interest
groups, Wan implies, isthe key to re-establishing the legitimacy of the government.*°

Similarly, in the sameissue, Huang Renzong, professor a Beijing University,
argues that political reform has become a necessity for many of the reasons that the
pessmigs point out: vested interests have gained too much power, corruption has
become endemic (he cites Qinghua University economist Hu Angang' s estimate that
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corruption costs Chinaroughly 13-17 percent of itsannud gross domestic product), and
“politica assets’--such as the influence of ideology and the effective use of power--are
being logt (liu shi). But he also argues that for many people basic economic gods have
been achieved, and that their desires have thus turned to politica participation. He dso
believesthat the Adan financid crisis made clear that the combination of authoritarian
politics and market economics often said to characterize the Asian model of development
isno longer feasble. Findly, he makes clear his beief that only democratic governance
can brilrlwg about effective governance; rule of law in the absence of democracy makes no
sense.

Another example of advocacy of palitica reform comes from Wang Guixiu, a
liberd theorigt a the Centra Party School, who has argued that the party needsto make a
clearer digtinction between cadres who are gppointed and those who are elected and to
vigoroudy expand the democratic sdection of eected cadres. For ingtance, dl leading
government officids (including the premier, vice premier, and Sate councilors) are
formally elected by the peopl€e' s congress at the appropriate level. Wang proposes that
ingtitutions be strengthened so that these legidative votes indeed represent the desires of
the voters and not smply those of the leaders. Even for appointed party cadres, Wang
argues, 1t?ere need to be much better regulations governing testing and recruitment of
cadres.

Similarly, Cao Siyuan, the scholar most famous for his early and tenacious
advocacy of bankruptcy regulations, has recently turned his attention to politica reform.
A collection of his essays, most dating from the late 1980s but some of quite recent
vintage, has been published under the title Wuli giankun (Seeking order in the fog).1
Elsawhere he has offered his usud frank criticisms of the politica system and suggested
that a balance-of- power system be set up within the CCP, separating the powers of
decison, execution, and ingpection. Such a system, he argues, would prevent errors--
such as Map Zedong's Culturd Revolution.*

Also suggesting that there is a somewhat more open atmosphere for books about
politica reform is the recent publication of Huang Weiping's Research Report on
Contemporary China’s Palitical Reform, vol. 1. Huang, a professor a Shenzhen
Universty, has brought together a number of articles discussing the need for politicd
reform. Huang's advocacy of politica reform is certainly moderate in kegping with the
tenor of the day, but it is aso substantia in that he believes palitical reform to be
necessary to meet the challenges of a changing society and world.>®

Implementation

Asthisbrief review of recent writings suggests, thereisamuch greater sensein
Bajing these days that political reform is becoming amore urgent chalenge. Thereis
aso growing evidence that awide range of experiments of various sorts are taking place
across the country to address the nearly endemic problems of corruption, relieve the often
tense relations between cadres and the population, and improve the efficiency and
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professondism of government. Because the CCP is not yet willing to contemplate
broader-range democratic initiatives, much of the focus of these reforms has been on so-
cdled “inner-party democracy” and the effort to improve the personnd system.
Although critics will no doubt dismiss such efforts as faling short of China s needs, it
nevertheless seems apparent that a wide-ranging effort is underway to improve
governance.

Efforts to open up the personnel selection process might be traced to the mid-
1980s when such places as Ningbo, Shenzhen, and Guangxi began to implement a
combination of recommendation by both the organization department and the masses and
enhanced testing and examination. 1n 1992, the Centra Organization Department
transmitted a report on Jlin province' s effort to promote recommendation and testing in
the selection of deputy office (ting) level cadres. In 1996, the Central Organization
Department transmitted Jlin's provisond regulations governing the open
recommendation and testing of “leading cadres.” In 1998, Vice Presdent Hu Jintao
cdled for gradudly increasing the open sdection of cadres and increasing the
participation of the masses. In 2000, Zeng Qinghong, head of the Central Organization
DepatTeem cdled for vigoroudy expanding the scope of open sdection of leading
cadres.

These efforts have by no means been an unqudlified success, asthe number of
critical comments gppearing in party-building journas makes clear. Leading cadres il
manipul ate salection results, cadres who want to be promoted still “campaign” for votes
(lapiao), and corruption continues to be a problem. Nevertheless, the very continuation
of such problems has prompted further-reaching reformsin some areas. Two recent
examples are asfollows.

Y uetang adminigraive village (xiang--an adminidrative village is a the same
adminigretive level as azhen, or township, and encompasses severd villages) in Putian
municipaity in Fujian province carried out an experiment to select CCP cadresin amore
open and democratic fashion. Under this “three recommendations, two tests, and one
selection” system, those who wanted to compete for an adminigtrative position had to
submit their names; one position (not specified) attracted 66 gpplicants. Thelr credentias
were checked not only by a specid party committee, but aso by the discipline inspection,
family planning, comprehensve, and other party departments. Then the candidates took
atest written by the provincia organization department. After thistest, candidates were
“recommended” by secret balot by leading cadres, regular cadres, and representatives of
the masses. The names of the top five candidates for each position, based on their written
exams, were made public for a seven-day comment period. Then, based on comments
and the results of the recommendation process, the organization department &t the level
above Y uetang adminigrative village selected two nominees per position. Thefind
decision was made by vote of the party committee at the level above Y uetang
adminigtrative village.>”  Although by no means a democratic process in the Western
sense, this experiment suggests considerable pressure to open up not only dective
processes for some government officias (such as village heads), but dso intraparty
promoations, even & levels above that of the village.
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As a second example, Guangdong provincein southeast China recently
announced that dl officids selected to be the “number oneg’ officid of municipdities and
prefectures in the province would be determined by a secret ballot vote of the whole
provincid party committee. The system will subsequently be extended down to the
county and adminidrative village (xiang) level. This method was adopted in reaction to
the buying and sdling of adminidrative officesin Zhanjiang municipdity. Although this
new processis intended to open up the appointment process, the report noted that there
werelots of problems that still need to be dedlt with, including the nomination process.*®

Globalization and Political Reform

Unlike those we have |abeled pessmists above, those who are rdlatively
optimigtic about the possibilities of palitical reform see WTO and the process of
globdization more generdly asforcing Chinato ether carry out political reform or suffer
the consequences of an inefficient syslem. For instance, Chen Qingtal, the deputy
director of the State Council development research center, has argued that globdization is
as much agovernmenta chalenge as an economic chdlenge. Globdization means that
markets and invesiment environments are competing againgt each other, so increasingly it
is the government’ s job to improve the market and investment environments. That
means, among other things, breaking the old habits of the planned economy, such as
direct interference in the operation of state-owned enterprises, strengthening the rule of
law, protecting property rights, and so forth. In short, Chen sees globalization and WTO
as asignificant force for changing the role of government in China.™®

Smilaly, a group in the Shanghai party organization argues that competitionin a
globdizing world is changing from one of labor costs and control over resources to one
of intellectud resources and production management. In short, it “isin fact a competition
of globdized human capital.” The implication for China--for both the party and the state-
-isthat it isgoing to have to become alot better at recruiting, retaining, and deploying
people. Training will have to become more plurdigtic and be subject to market
conditions, and that means that education and training inditutes will have to have greater
independence.?

Other writers smilarly emphasize that globdization means the Chinese
government will have to strengthen the rule of law, reform the role of the party so thet it
operates within the scope of the law (a change that, if actudly implemented, would
fundamentdly change the Leninist nature of the CCP), sandardize government actions,
and work harder to diminate corruption.?

These chdlenges are not indgnificant. One article cites recent statistics that show
that Chinaislosng ground in terms of international competitiveness; in 2000, China
dropped three placesin international competitiveness standings to 35th place.?? Itisto
this sort of externa pressure that many reformers are currently looking for reignition of
reform momentum.
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Conclusion

At firgt glance, there may seem to be a strange juxtaposition between thisnotion
of the potentid for reform and the broad, formulaic language used by Jang Zeminin his
May 31 speech. Nevertheess, when taken in combination with his speech on the 80th
anniversary of the founding of the party last summer, it appears that the party now hasthe
ideologica room to begin to introduce some measure of political reform. Indeed, it is
apparent that both the Central Organization Department, despite its reputation for
caution, and local party committees have been looking--and continue to look--at waysto
open up, regularize, and democrétize the selection of party cadres. Althoughiit istoo
early to say that this development heralds fundamenta change, it is clear that a
consderable amount of thinking and experimentation are going on. Once the 16th Party
Congress concludes, perhaps regardless of the specific personnel arrangements decided
upon, the pace of politica reform islikely to increase.

The combination of socid change (fragmentation), globaization, and generationd
changeis driving this process. Pessmists point to the socid cleavages that have formed
and the interlocking interests that support the status quo, but optimists argue that social
tenson, emerging socid interests, and internationa pressures make the status quo
untenable. Y et, even the most optimistic of writers make clear that the depth and
complexity of socia problems and interest politics will make any quick or easy solution
to China s problemsimpossible.
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