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CHINA’S POLITICS IN 2000:

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR POWER TRANSITION

Part 1:  Succession Politics to Intensify

1.1 Politics, as Max Weber tells us, is about "striving to share power or striving to influence the distribution of power, either among states or among groups within a state". To understand politics better in a society like China, one has to also understand its political leadership or the influence of its leadership. Indeed much of the politics in Beijing today is concerned with the distribution of power and influence among its top leaders, who are currently busy clearing the deck for the coming power transition.

1.2 China's politics in 2000 has been rather quiet, particularly as compared to 1999, when the Chinese leadership was beleaguered by problems of neiyou waihuan (literally, internal worries and external threats). For 2000, there were really no new burning issues. The heated debate on the WTO membership was over. The Falun Gong sect, despite its continuing prominence given by the Western media, presented no real challenge to Beijing. In Taiwan, the confrontational Lee Teng Hui was replaced by the mild-mannered Chen Shui-bian, who has adroitly avoided directly provoking Beijing over the one-China issue. Above all, the economy has improved significantly, with rising exports and rising FDI (foreign direct investment), such that the situation of urban unemployment or xiagang (lay-off) has eased considerably.

1.3 Nonetheless, under this apparent tranquility, politicking among some top leaders in Beijing has actually intensified. For the top leadership in China, engagement in politics or "resort to politics" always carries some specific meaning. It is a normal reaction to their lack of success in certain areas of reform. So, whenever a policy fails or reform lacks progress, politics invariably gets to the forefront. For a vast country like China with weak political institutions and the absence of rule of law, politics is often employed by the leadership to help it to lead and govern. In 1999 when the leadership was weakened by neiyou waihuan, the leadership resorted to its politics (e.g. the “sanjiang” or "Three Talks”: jiang zhengzhi, jiang zhengqi, jiang xuexi, or talking about politics, talking about virtues, and talking about political studies) as a back-up in 2000.

1.4 Of greater importance, as the crucial 16th Party Congress in 2002 approaches, politics has started to take on an entirely new dimension. Politics is increasingly geared to power transition.  While searching for an optimal way for him to transfer power to his anointed successors so that he can have a smooth exit, Jiang Zemin is at the same time trying to create his own political legacy and to extend his continuing influence even after his departure. In short, when succession politics gets onto the agenda, politics will also thicken to become more complicated.  That is exactly what happened in the second half of 2000.

1.5 Under an open, democratic system, power succession is institutionalized, and it is played out in a fairly predictable manner within certain agreed "rules of game" set by the constitution or some legal conventions. In China, however, power succession is personalized and is accompanied by a great deal of politicking.  Individual leaders fight for power and influence, either for themselves or for their proteges. Factions appear, each fighting for its share of power in the emerging power configuration. 

1.6 More specifically, the existing political undercurrent in China is not just about a power transition from one individual leader to another, but also from one generation to another, and from one faction to another. The present aged trio of Jiang Zemin, Li Peng and Zhu Rongji are all set to step down in favor of younger leaders like Hu Jintao, Wen Jiabao, Li Changchun, Wu Bangguo, Zeng Qinghong, and so on. But before they hand over their batons, the old generation leaders all want to create a legacy for themselves and shape new rules of the game for their successors.  Furthermore, the individual retiring old leaders also want to jockey for a greater share of power and influence for their own proteges, or at least for those who are more likely to continue with their own policy legacies.

1.7 The process of succession politicking has already started in 2000, and it will get intensified through 2001 and may even carry over to 2002. Accordingly, the political scene of China in 2001 will be dominated by the dynamics of succession politics, which may produce some new twists and turns.  
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