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CHINA’S POLITICS IN 2000:

PREPARING THE GROUND FOR POWER TRANSITION

Part 3: Jiang Does Not Always Get His Way

3.1 Another key task for Jiang Zemin in this period of power succession is to manage factional politics. Power succession in China is widely believed to be a transfer of political power from Jiang Zemin to his heir apparent Hu Jintao. Despite a seemingly simple process, in reality, the transition is rather complex. After Mao, power succession has become factional succession, meaning that succession is not only from one individual leader to another, but also from one faction to another. While individual leaders often face difficulty in choosing their heir apparent, intense factional conflicts often mean individual leaders having to sacrifice their proteges in order to maintain a power balance between factions. This is certainly true in the cases of Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang. Both Hu and Zhao were Deng's handpicked successors; yet, when their radical reform policies met strong resistance from other political factions, Deng had to sacrifice them.

3.2 Since the passing of the Deng-centered generation of leadership, factional politics has been institutionalized to a degree, and three major institution-based factions have been formed. These are the Party, the State Council, and the National People’s Congress (NPC). Individual leaders have used these institutions as legitimate bases in their struggles for political power.  Indeed, Jiang’s success in handling power transition will rely heavily on his ability to achieve a factional balance, and thus solicit political support from the different factions.

3.3 It is worthwhile to highlight how Jiang goes about achieving this goal. Two important methods have been used.  First, Jiang has spent much effort to groom the Hu Jintao-centered fourth generation of leadership. Hu was brought into the Political Bureau by Deng Xiaoping at the CCP’s 14th Congress in 1992.  From the Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang episode, Deng realized that it was important to groom successor(s) when they were still young. Deng's political endorsement granted Hu Jintao a unique position within the CCP leadership. Today, China’s top leaders are generally in consensus to groom Hu as the core of the next leadership. Hu is thus a figure acceptable to different factions. Jiang himself has not met any major obstacle in grooming Hu as the core of the fourth generation of leaders.

3.4 A second method is to build political exits for factional leaders. During the 15th Party Congress in 1997, one of the most powerful political figures, Qiao Shi, Chairman of the Standing Committee of the NPC (National People’s Congress) then, retired gracefully from all power positions. Qiao, number two in the Political Bureau of the 14th Central Committee, was widely regarded as posing the greatest threat to Jiang Zemin. With Qiao’s departure, Jiang put in place a procedure for factional leaders to exit gracefully from their power positions. Some argue that Qiao would not have retired if his heir apparent Wei Jianxing had not been promoted into the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau.

3.5 In the formal power transition, Jiang not only faces the issue of who will be the core, but also how different factions can be represented in the next top leadership. Though no one has challenged Hu Jintao as the core of the next leadership, the issue of factional balance has become more pressing, especially since five of the seven members of the Standing Committee of the Political Bureau will retire soon due to their age, and only Hu Jintao and Li Ruihuan will remain. Without doubt, it will be no easy task for the five to leave their power positions. They will definitely want their protege to be represented in the future leadership. Thus, if Jiang is unable to deal with this issue of factional balance, the power succession will not be as smooth as many expect.

3.6 Indeed, Jiang has himself found it increasingly difficult to arrange for his own men to be in the future leadership. In his early years in Zhongnanhai, Jiang was able to bring his own followers to Beijing, and consequently a so-called “Shanghai Clique” was formed. Jiang’s team was greatly strengthened at the 15th Party Congress in 1997 when he brought in Zeng Qinghong, his most loyal political supporter, into the Political Bureau (as an alternate member). With this, Jiang further strengthened his position, but he was severely criticized by other political factions. Actually, Jiang should have known better. Just before the 15th Party Congress, to expand his clique, Jiang had attempted to move Shanghai Party Secretary Huang Ju, Mayor Xu Kuangdi and other Shanghai notables to Beijing to take over important offices.  However, such promotions were never realized.

3.7 Two other instances of resistance are even more telling. Before the third plenary session of the Ninth NPC in March 2000, Guangdong Party Secretary Li Changchun was widely tipped to be promoted to be a vice premier. Also, before the fifth plenum of the 15th Central Committee in October, Zeng Qinghong was slated for promotion from an alternate member of the Political Bureau to a full member. But all these “Jiang-desired” personnel changes did not materialize. Both Li and Zeng have been important for Jiang. While Li represents local support for Jiang, Zeng has helped Jiang consolidate his power in Zhongnanhai. Jiang is expected to make every possible effort to bring both Li and Zeng into the future leadership. Whether it will be smooth or not will depend on how Jiang deals with other political factions. What is certain though is that factional resistance to Jiang will likely be stepped up as the 2002 Party Congress draws nearer.
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