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CHINA’S POLITICS IN 2000:

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR POWER TRANSITION

Part 2:  Re-orientating Ideology to Create a Legacy
2.1 Ideology plays an important role in Chinese communist politics. It can be used to justify and to preserve the status quo, or it can be utilized to transcend and transform the status quo. Furthermore, ideology can be used to force Party cadres and government officials to identify with the top leadership, shape their political behavior and prevent their deviation from the leadership’s guideline.  Hence in handling power succession, it comes as no surprise that Jiang Zemin would make use of ideology to achieve his goals.

2.2 Jiang's latest ideological campaign, the "Three Representatives", has very specific meanings. First, the campaign is used to re-orientate ideology in order to arrest the decline in Party ideology since the early 1990s. Second, it is to strengthen Jiang Zemin's position as the core of the leadership. In a period of power transition, power struggle among different political factions gets intensified. A campaign to revitalize ideology would enable Jiang to consolidate his own power as well as manage factional conflicts, thus avoiding any political instability. Third and more importantly, Jiang's move is seen as an attempt to expand his political influence into the fourth generation of leadership. As Jiang said at the Central Party School in June, the new ideology was to redefine what the Party was and how it could be rebuilt in future.

2.3 Since Jiang came to power after the 1989 Tiananmen crackdown, the communist ideology has undergone several major changes. In the early 1990s, Deng Xiaoping proposed the strategy of bu zhenglu (no debating) on ideological issues to cope with challenges from the old leftists and other political conservatives. Deng de-ideologized policy-making in the economy and ended once for all the ongoing debate about whether China’s development should be capitalistic or socialistic. As Deng’s successor, Jiang was equally pragmatic in dealing with ideological issues, and at the 14th Party Congress in 1992, legitimated the “socialist market economy” as the country’s development goal.

2.4 In the mid-1990s, Jiang had consolidated his power while Deng’s influence had started to decline. Jiang began to emphasize jiang zhengzhi (or talking about politics). By stressing "politics", Jiang wanted Party cadres and government officials to behave in a politically correct manner since, as he argued, economic performance was not the sole criterion to justify policy or an individual's behavior. Jiang had also wanted to enhance his political legitimacy. Then, in the late 1990s, Jiang initiated the nationwide sanjiang campaign in an attempt to re-organize chaotic political forces resulting from the decline in Party ideology. 

2.5 Pragmatism had inevitably caused Party ideology to decline, resulting in Party decay in recent years.  The meaning of Party decay is twofold. First, it implies that there has been a rapid decline in Party identity among Party cadres and government officials. To them, the Party is becoming an organization without a vision. Second, the Party has lost its ability to meet society’s demands for spiritual fulfillment, and has inadvertently created a spiritual vacuum in the process. This spiritual vacuum has in turn led social groups to search for answers to their spiritual needs from different sources such as religion, religion-like nationalism, and even xie jiao (cults). The popularity of Falun Gong, to a great degree, is an inevitable consequence of an increasingly expanding spiritual vacuum. The “Three-Talks” campaign in 1999 was an effort to revitalize Party identity among Party cadres as well as social groups.

2.6 However, the “Three Talks” campaign was not as successful as the top leadership had claimed. It met resistance at local levels since Party cadres and government officials were still unclear about what the Party represents, and the direction it is heading. The campaign only highlighted what Party cadres should not do, but not what they should do. Jiang apparently realized that the “Three Talks” campaign was not sufficient to revitalize the Party's identity. The Party ideology had to be reconstructed, in order to reflect actual changes that have occurred in the Party since the early 1990s.

2.7 Jiang then introduced a new political concept, san ge dai biao (literally, three representatives), in February 2000 when he visited Guangdong province. This theory claims that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) represents the "most advanced mode of productivity, the most advanced culture, and the interests of the majority of the population". The theory represents a major shift in the Party's ideology since traditionally, the Party had claimed that it represented the interests of the working class and the peasant.  But with the reform and open-door policy, China’s state-sector has shrunk considerably, and it is no longer dominant in the country’s economy.  At the Second Session of the Ninth National People’s Congress in 1998, the Party made a third constitutional amendment to legitimate the newly-rising private sector and to provide for different forms of non-state ownership. The “Three Representatives” theory is without doubt the Party's affirmation of the non-state sector in the economy, and again shows the Party's pragmatism in re-orientating its ideology.  

2.8 After his Guangdong visit, Jiang initiated a nationwide campaign to spread the theory among Party cadres and social groups.  It is no exaggeration to say that Jiang's propaganda campaign to popularize the theory is unprecedented, since the time of Mao. From February to mid-November, the People’s Daily (the CCP’s mouthpiece) alone published more than 300 papers on the “Three Representatives” and various reports on how the concept had spread throughout the country.
 The theory has been warmly received, and it is widely regarded as a symbol of the Party’s transformation from a communist party to one containing some social democratic elements.  Clearly, Jiang is using the "Three Representatives" theory not only to manage political forces, but also to create his own political legacy and hence influence China’s future politics.  
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