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CHINA’S POLITICS IN 2000:

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR POWER TRANSITION

Part 5: Tranquility: Real or Apparent?

6.1 To the outside, Chinese leaders have gone through the year 2000 in tranquility and peace. However, when it comes to the political arena, this tranquility is often elusive. Politics is about power, dynamism, and change. This is especially true in a period of power succession. Real and serious problems await the new leadership. The Falun Gong is under control after a sustained period of crackdown. But it will be a mistake to say that the threats from the sect have disappeared. Even with tight political and administrative control, Falun Gong followers continue to demonstrate against the government, and their underground gatherings continue to grow.  

6.2 Corruption is another problem that has seriously undermined people’s confidence in the Party and government. The government has initiated waves of anti-corruption campaign; scores of Party cadres and government officials have been punished, and more and more important figures have been sentenced to death. But corruption has been gravely embedded in China’s political, economic and judicial systems. Without an overhaul of the system, there is no way it can be brought under control. There is however no reason to believe that the government will be able to clean up itself and gain the peoples’ confidence in the near future.

6.3 China’s entry into the World Trade Organization is yet another major issue the leadership is having great difficulty with. When the government was pitching to join the WTO, it highlighted the positive side of China’s entry and played down its negative side. But with China’s entry approaching, the potential negative impact on the country will become evident, and the leadership will need to deal with the related domestic problems arising. In addition, it has to prepare the country for external competition resulting from the WTO entry. 

6.4 The potentially explosive Taiwan Strait issue remains. While the Chinese leadership intensified its efforts to bring Taiwan closer to China, or at least to rein in the island's independence tendency, it has yet to find a way to realize its goal of eventual reunification. A weakened Taiwan government in 2000 has disabled Chen Shui-bian and restrained him from provoking the Chinese leadership.  Currently, Chen Shui-bian's presidency hangs in the balance. Still, whether this is favorable for Beijing in the long run remains unknown.  

6.5 As power succession draws closer, political disagreement among top leaders increases, and political consensus is increasingly difficult to achieve. Each political faction will propose its own solution to the problems plaguing the country so as to increase its political capital in the future leadership.  Therefore, beneath the tranquility and peace of 2000 has been intense politicking among factions. Jiang Zemin has been preparing the stage for power succession.  Behind the scene, the play has begun to unfold. Yet, not until the dying minutes, no one faction is certain who will take center stage when the curtain is drawn.
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