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CHINA’S POLITICS IN 2000:

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR POWER TRANSITION

Part 4:  Personnel Changes and Widening Power Base

4.1 While Jiang himself has tried to strike a balance in dealing with factional politics, his heirs apparent have themselves also begun to build their power bases. In August, the Central Committee of the CCP issued a ten-year personnel reform program (2001-2010), an unprecedented move, not since Hu Yaobang initiated a similar reform program in the early 1980s. 

4.2 Designed by Hu Jintao and Zeng Qinghong, the program aims to prepare a more solid base for power transition. While Hu has been the designated core of the next leadership, Zeng, who has been instrumental in Jiang’s career in Zhongnanhai, has been somewhat left in the cold. As such, as mentioned, Jiang has been trying very hard to bring Zeng into the future leadership. In March 2000, Zeng was appointed as the Head of the Party’s highly important Central Organization Department, giving him a base to build up his followers and supporters.  

4.3 The new program is an ongoing effort of the leadership to revitalize the Party through recruiting younger and higher educated cadres into Party organizations and governments at different levels. While personnel reform and more technocratic government have been a consistent theme in China’s political reform, the new program is politically more significant than what had been launched under Li Peng and Zhu Rongji.  Central to the program is the focus on preparing for power transition. 

4.4 To a large degree, the program is similar to the one initiated by Hu Yaobang in the early 1980s. With strong political support from Deng Xiaoping, the reform planned by Hu Yaobang transformed the Chinese Communist Party from a revolutionary Party to one characterized by pragmatism and an inclination towards technocracy.  More significantly, Hu's reform of personnel provided strong political and institutional support for the leadership then to implement Deng Xiaoping’s open-door policy and economic reform.  

4.5 Today, history seems to have repeated itself. In his talk on the “Three Representatives” at the Central Party School, Jiang Zemin told his audience that after a right policy had been made, the right Party cadres and government officials had to be found to implement the policy.  In other words, the “Three Representatives” can only be realized if the right kinds of elite were recruited. Jiang’s argument was further explained by Zeng Qinghong when he spoke at a working conference for Party reconstruction. Thus, in view of the imminent power transition at the top level, one can expect a nationwide reshuffling of personnel at various levels in the next few years.  

4.6 Besides policy implementation, the planned personnel reshuffling is also for the new leadership to widen its political support. Recruitment of the elite is significant in a power succession. First, it can increase the sense of loyalty to the new leadership among newly-recruited Party cadres and government officials. Besides helping consolidate one's position, elite recruitment can also lead to the formation of new power networks and the creation of political legitimacy for the new leader among other equally new leaders.

4.7 Second, elite recruitment can also increase the political legitimacy of the new leadership among the people. In democratic states, political leaders gain the legitimacy of their power positions through winning votes. Without such a mechanism, the leadership in China has to search for other alternatives of political legitimation. Since the start of the post-Mao reform in the late 1970s, the leadership’s legitimacy has increasingly depended on its ability to deliver economic goods to the people. To be able to continue to do so, the leadership will need a new breed of elite capable of effective policy implementation. 

4.8 The implementation of the planned personnel reshuffling is expected to meet with bureaucratic and local resistance. Nevertheless, since the ultimate goal of the program is to recruit younger and better educated cadres who are more capable of promoting economic development, it is gaining wide support from within and without the Party and government.  This is understandable in view of the fact that sustaining economic development has been the basic consensus among Party cadres and government officials.
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