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The Mystery of the Missing Godfather:
Civil-Military Relations and the Shenzhou-5
Manned Space Mission

James Mulvenon

Introduction

On October 15, 2003, Chinalaunched Shenzhou-5, its first manned space misson.
Yang Liwel, a38-year-old lieutenant colonel in the People’s Liberation Army (PLA),
orbited the Earth 14 times over the course of 21 hours, safdy landing in Inner Mongolia
While China had pursued manned space programsin the Mao era,* former president Jiang
Zemin is credited with reviving the program in a speech on September 21, 1992, in which
he called for “determined efforts’ to develop manned spaceflight.? The program, code-
named Project 921 after the date of Jiang’s Speech, was persondly associated with Jiang
during his tenure as the core of the third generation leadership collective, and he was
prominently involved in the previous four Shenzhou launches® Even after the transfer of
party and state leadership to Hu Jintao at the 16th Party Congress, Jang' s retention of the
chairmanship of the Centra Military Commission (CMC) ensured his centra role in the
program, which was administered by the PLA Generd Armaments Department (GAD)
and the aerospace elements of the defense-industria base.

In the saturated media coverage of the launch and recovery, however, Jang was
noticeably absent. He gpparently did not join Hu Jntao and other senior leaders a the
launch at the Juguan Satellite Launch Center or even view the event with the remaining
core of the leadership from the Beijing Aerospace Command and Control Center.
Instead, Hu Jintao was the center of the action, issuing the “important speech” on the
success of the mission, and Wen Jiabao played asignificant role in welcoming Y ang after
hislanding in Inner Mongolia. Officid media did not publish any comments by Jang
until dmogt 22 hours after the launch, and neither the print nor video media have given
any indication of Jang's actud location during the mission.

This report examines the possible reasons why Jiang was not in attendance at the
Shenzhou-5 launch and assesses their implications for Chinese civil-military rdaions. At
least three hypotheses come to mind: (1) Jang suffered from an iliness that prevented
him from attending; (2) there was a collective desire to downplay the military features of
Project 921 in order to avoid arousing internationa suspicions of Chind sintentionsin
space, thus precluding a prominent role for the chairman of the Centra Military
Commission; or (3) Jang's absence semmed from factiona politics. In the last case,
Hu' s prominence could potentialy be seen as an effort to diolay his own ascension to
supreme leadership by symbolically one-upping Jang and/or as a representation of the
actud dedinein Jang'sinfluence, even over the army. None of the hypotheses can be
definitively fagfied, and the truth may even involve dements of dl three. The
remander of this report compares the critica eventsin the activity and mediatimelines,
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looking for congruence and discontinuity. For the sake of comparison, Greenwich Mean
Timeisused exclusvdly.

Activity Timeline

Hu Jintao, Huang Ju, Wu Guanzheng, Cao Gangchuan, and Wang Gang leave
Beijing for the launch in Juquan immediatdly after the Third Plenary Session of the 16th
Chinese Communist Party (CCP) Central Committee has concluded on October 14.4 A
little before 0100 GM T on the morning of October 15, Hu presides over the ceremony
marking the departure of three astronauts, which is held at the Wentiange (Sky Inquiring
Pavilion) in the Jugquan Satellite Launch Center. At 0930 GM T, Yang Liwe speaks
with Cao Gangchuan via an unspecified communications link. After orbiting the Earth
14 timesin 21 hours, the craft touches down in Inner Mongoliaat 2223 GMT. A few
minutes later, at 2231 GM T, Wen Jabao spesks on the phone with Yang Liwe from the
Beijing Aerogpace Command and Control Center. At 2254 GM T, Generd Li Jna,
director of the Generd Armaments Department and head of the launch mission,
pronounces the Shenzhou-5 missona*“ complete success.” After a brief respite, Yang
Liwe arivesin Bejing a 0152 GM T on October 16 and is greeted by Cao Gangchuan,
Li Jnal, and Chi Wanchun (political commissar of the GAD).

Media Timeline
Hu Jintao in Command

At 0128 GM T on October 15, 2003, dightly less than 30 minutes after the launch,
Xinhua News Agency announces that Hu Jintao, two other Politburo Standing Committee
members (Huang Ju and Wu Guanzheng), Centrd Military Commission Vice Chairman
Cao Gangchuan, and CCP General Office Director Wang Gang witnessed the blastoff at
the Juquan Satellite Launch Center.® No mention is made of Jang Zemin.

At 0250 GM T, Xinhua quotes Hu Jintao hailing the success of the misson: “The
successful launch of Shenzhou-5 is an honor for our great motherland, an indicator for the
initid victory of the country’ s first manned spaceflight and for a historic step taken by the
Chinese people in their endeavor to surmount the pesk of the world's science and
technology. The party and the people will never forget those who have set up this
outstanding merit in the space industry for the motherland, the people, and the nation.
Asasdde note, the article informs readers that the remaining six Politburo Standing
Committee members (Wu Bangguo, Wen Jigbao, Jia Qinglin, Zeng Qinghong, Li
Changchun, and Luo Gan) viewed the launch from Beijing.®

7

At 0255 GM T, Zhongguo xinwen she reports Hu Jintao’ s comments at the
prelaunch ceremony:

Thiswill be the solemn moment you have been looking forward to for a
long time. It will dso be asolemn moment that the people of al
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nationalities throughout the country have been looking forward to for a
long time. Asour country’s vaiant pioneer in gpace exploration, you
shoulder the great expectations of the motherland and the people to redlize
adream we have cherished for thousands of years. | believe that you will
complete this glorious and sacred mission with a cool head and with
determination and courage. We look forward to your triumphant return.®

Jiang's Name Is Finally Spoken

Findly, & 0854 GM T and dmog eight hours after the launch, Xinhua Domestic
Service mentions Jang Zemin by name, reporting that Hu thanked the program personnel
“on behdf of the party Centrd Committee, the State Council, the Centrd Military
Commission, and Chairman Jiang Zemin."'% Hu also makes two explicit homagesto
Jang, declaring that “the implementation of the manned spaceflight project isan
important strategic decison made by the third generation centra collective leadership
with comrade Jang Zemin a the core’ and expressing his hope that comradesin the
gpace indusiry would “ conscientioudy study and implement the important thinking of the
‘Three Represents.””  In addition to conducting an inspection of the launch site, Hu
presents a basket of flowers a the Marshal Nie Rongzhen Monument. The article dso
provides afuller list of senior leaders viewing the launch from the Beijing Aerospace
Command and Control Center, identifying the remaining six Politburo Standing
Committee members (Wu Bangguo, Wen Jabeo, Ja Qinglin, Zeng Qinghong, Li
Changchun, and Luo Gan), nine out of the 15 remaining Politburo members (Wang
Zhaoguo, Hui Liangyu, Liu Qi, Liu Yunshan, Wu Yi, Zhou Y ongkang, He Guogiang,
Guo Boxiong, and Zeng Peiyan), asmal group of Centra Committee members (Xu
Cahou, He Yong, Lu Yongxiang, Tang Jaxuan, Hua Janmin, Chen Zhili, and Zhu
Guangya), and two important Centra Military Commission members (Genera Staff
Depatrrﬁnt Director Liang Guanglie and Genera Logistics Department Director Liao
Xilong).

Hu's Supporting Cast

Nine hoursinto the launch, a 1006 GM T, Xinhua reports that Defense Minister
Cao Gangchuan has spoken with Yang Liwei.*? At 1055 GM T, Xinhua Domestic
Service reports that Cap Gangchuan conveyed “ sincere regards on behdf of the party
Central Committee, the State Council, the Central Military Commisson, and Chairman
Jang Zemin"3

A long period of mediasilence ends & 2246 GM T, when China Centra
Tdevison's CCTV-1 shows Wen Jabao taking to Yang Liwe on the phone after
Yang'scraft landed in Inner Mongolia. At 2308 GM T, Xinhua reports Wen Jiabao's
comment that the mission was a“ complete success.”* Somewhat belatedly, Xinhua
Asa-Pacific Servicea 2347 GM T announces that Politburo Standing Committee
members Wen Jiabao and Zeng Qinghong witnessed the landing of the craft from the
Beijing Aerospace Command and Control Center. Wen reads the officia congratulatory
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message of the CCP Centrd Commiittee, the State Council, and the Certrd Military
Commission.*®

Jiang Is Heard but Not Seen

At 2331 GM T, more than 22.5 hours after the launch, Jiang Zemin findly spesks
for himsdf. Xinhua reports that Jang Zemin cdled the Beljing Aerogpace Command and
Control Center to offer congratulations on the success of the manned spaceflight.'® At
0143 GM T on the morning of October 16, Xinhuareportsthat Jang caled Li Jnai to
congratulate him on the success of the mission, quoting him as saying:

Firg, | would like to offer my warm congratul ations to those cadres
involved in the research, building, and testing of the project! | would like
to extend my warm solicitude to the astronaut who has made the space
voyage! | would dso like to offer my high consderation to al scientists,
technicians, cadres, staff members, and officers and men who have
worked hard for China s space cause over the past severd decades! The
success of Chind s first manned spaceflight marks another greeat
achievement in China s reform, opening up, and socidist modernization
condruction, another milestone in China s high-tech development, and
aso another extraordinary feat of the Chinese people, who are making
unremitting efforts to improve themselves. The success has shown again
that the Chinese people have the will and capability to surmount the pesk
of world science and technology. The task and road ahead for Chind's
gpace causeislong and arduous. | believe that aslong aswe give full play
to the superiority of the socidist system, stress self-reliance, maintain
initiative, are innovative, and coordinate and pool effortsto tackle
scientific projects under the correct leadership of the CCP Centra
Committee with comrade Hu Jintao as the generd secretary, we will

surely make more brilliant achievementsin devel oping aerospace
undertakings and in developing China s scientific and technologica
undertakings asawhole. And the greet ruvenaion of the Chinese nation
will surely be redlized!*’

Note Jang's use of the standard tifa, which uses HU's name but does not identify him asa
“core’ (hexin) of the leadership.

Here Come the Official Editorials and Congratulatory Messages

At 0210 GMT on October 16, Xinhua announces that officid congratulations
have been issued on behaf of the CCP Centrd Committee, the State Council, and the
Centra Military Commission, quoting Wen Jigbao a the Beijing Aerospace Command
and Control Center.!® At 0428 GM T, the text of the congratulatory message is published
by Xinhuawith the balanced and politicaly correct exhortation to space program
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personne to continue successes “ under the strong leadership of the CCP Centra
Committee with comrade Hu Jintao as the genera secretary . . . [and to] be guided by
Deng Xiaoping Theory and by the important thinking of the ‘ Three Represents.’"*°

At 1038 GMT, Xinhuareleases the text of the People’ s Daily editorid. The
article repeats Hu Jntao’ s earlier homage to Jiang dmost verbatim, declaring that “the
initiation of the manned space program is an important strategic policy decison made by
the party’ sthird generation leadership with comrade Jang Zemin at the core” More
importantly, the editorid clearly identifies Hu Jntao as the dpha dog, highlighting HU's
“important speech a the Juquan Satellite Launch Center,” though it lso gives anod to
Jang by pointing out the necessity to serioudy study and implement the important
thinking of the three represents. The editorid closes with an unequivoca pro-Hu
gatement: “[T]he whole party and the people of dl ethnic groups across the country
closgly unite around the CCP Centrd Committee with comrade Hu Jintao as the genera
secretary.”?°

At 1151 GMT, Xinhua Domestic Service publishesthe PLA Generd Palitica
Department circular on the manned space mission.?! Reveding little daylight from its
civilian counterpart, the circular praises “the wisdom and correctness of the sirategic
policy decision of the third generation collective leedership with comrade Jiang Zemin as
the core to implement the manned space misson” and cals on “officers and men” to
“conscientioudy study Generd Secretary Hu Jntao’ s important speech on the successful
launch of the Shenzhou-5 manned spaceship” and “the congratul atory messages of the
CCP Centra Committee, State Council, and Central Military Commisson.” However,
the circular dso exhorts military personnel to “study the important spirit of Chairman
Jang's congratulatory telephone cdl,” an exhortation which, given the lack of any
meaningful content in the transcript of the telephone call, can only be assessed as pro
forma payment of respect to the CMC chairman.

Conclusion

Along with the severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) crisis and the Ming
Number 361 submarine accident, explored in greater detail in my submission to China
Leadership Monitor 8,?? the Shenzhou-5 launch is the latest episode in a series of civil-
military vignettes suggesting the growing consolidation of civil-military control by Hu
Jntao at the expense of Jang Zemin. In sharp contrast to reportsin the immediate post—
16th Party Congress period, when the military and civilian party media appeared to
diverge in both tone and content,?® the descriptions of the leadership arrangement are now
unified around the concept of the “CCP Centrd Committee with comrade Hu Jnteo as
genera secretary” and the centrdity of Jiang’s concept of the three represents.
Furthermore, regardless of whether Jiang' s absence at the Shenzhou-5 launch was a
subtle attempt to demilitarize the program, print and television audiences could not help
but natice the downgrading of satus afforded Jang, despite vaid inditutiond (and
persona) reasons for him to atend the event. While Jiang did not retire at the Third
Plenum in October, which would have been an even bigger surprise, the events of 2003
surely increase the anticipation of an early retirement by Jang a the fal plenum in 2004.
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Nevertheess, problems in the leedership succession gill remain. Most troubling is the
prospect of acrigs, particularly given the recent flare-up in cross-Strait tensons. Until
Jang retires and coherence has been restored to the civil-military arrangement, the
specter of divided leadership and chain of command will remain.
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