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This essay presents a retrospective examination of China’s elite politics during Xi
Jinping’s ten years in power. It focuses on the following questions: Why does Xi Jinping
prefer to confront, rather than accommodate, the cadres in his own regime? How has he
been able to achieve his goals of leadership reorganization and cultivation of new elites?
How has China’s elite politics been remade along with Xi’s concentration of power?
And, to touch on the latest developments in elite politics ahead of the 20th National
Congress of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), why does the belated emergence of
elite resistance to Xi’s plan of taking on a third term have little chance of success or
change the dynamics of China’s elite politics going forward? The essay positions CCP
elite politics in an institutional context that is defined and framed by China’s political
regime, and it argues that the nature of the regime requires Xi to confront his cadres to
achieve his goals. At the same time, the same regime poses huge dilemmas to both Xi
and his rivals.
Chinese leader Xi Jinping has been busy since coming into power in the fall of 2012 in terms of
struggling with his adversaries, especially those in powerful positions in the Chinese Communist
Party (CCP). To Xi, these adversaries seem not less dangerous than the United States or Chinese
political dissidents as they pose even more immediate threats to his own power. This struggle
against his comrade-cadres has provided the dynamics for China’s elite politics in the recent
decade. The same struggle also has, to a considerable extent, dominated the reshaping of China’s
political, social, economic, and even foreign-relations landscapes during the Xi era.
Xi Jinping confronts CCP elites: The remaking of elite politics
Xi Jinping has two strong motivations to struggle against his own comrades. The first concerns
power distribution. Xi rose to power from a weak power base, and thus he urgently needed to
build up his own troops of loyalists within the party-state system, especially in its highest
echelons. Equally important, to avoid remaining a puppet leader or risking losing his position to
those who had selected him, he has had to concentrated power in his own hands to remain solely
in control. Although such a power game may exist in every political system, within the CCP it is
a game of life-and-death. In fact, the nature of the Chinese regime requires any new leader to
concentrate power; those who do not do so, i.e., Hu Yaobang and Zhao Ziyang or do so
unsuccessfully risk falling from power, i.e., Hua Guofeng and Hu Jintao (who was only partially
successful). When Xi Jinping was selected as CCP general secretary, it was expected that he
would likely follow the path of either Hua Guofeng or Hu Jintao. Instead, over the last ten years,

Xi has proved himself to be a truly qualified Communist dictator in synch with the nature of the
regime.
Therefore, elite circulation and the concentration of power are two distinguishing characteristics
of Xi’s regime.1 The story of Xi’s concentration of power into his own hands is well-known to
those who follow Chinese politics, hence we will not repeat it here. With respect to elite
circulation, one needs merely to examine one indicator: With the beginning of the new term of
provincial party committees in June 2022, among the nationwide total of 281 standing committee
members (!"#"),2 only seven, or 2.5 percent, attained vice-ministerial posts prior to Xi’s
coming to power. In other words, 97.5 percent of the elite were promoted to provincial party
committee positions by Xi. It helps indicate that the extent of cadre replacement under Xi has
been extremely wide.
It might be argued that such elite circulation is due to the age ceiling for cadre retirement. But in
fact, Xi has only selectively implemented the norms for retirement. In both the 2016-17 and
2021-22 rounds of provincial leadership reshuffling, for example, some younger cadres, mainly
those with Communist Youth League (CYL) backgrounds, were forced to semi-retire to
relatively marginal positions as members of the provincial people’s congresses or the provincial
Chinese people’s political consultative conferences even though they had not yet reached
retirement age. An extreme case is that of Yang Yue ($%), former No. 2 leader in the CYL
who became a vice-ministerial leader at the age of 37 as a rising political star under Hu Jintao,
who was then forced to semi-retire in November 2021 at the age of 53.3 There is rich evidence to
show that Xi’s elite-circulation measures have changed some significant norms in CCP elite
politics, but space constraints here limit this discussion.
Xi’s second motivation for confronting CCP elites is due to his deeply held political beliefs
about how the CCP regime operates and, correspondingly, how it governs China and deals with
the outside world. Prior to Xi, China basically followed Deng Xiaoping’s political program,
which can be summarized as “repressive capitalism,” combining political repression (to
monopolize ruling power) with the embrace of global capitalism (to make the country “rich and
powerful”).4 This is a program with tremendous internal tensions, primarily because, in order to
enable global capitalism to serve the needs of the CCP monopoly of power, some pluralist
elements must be allowed to creep into China’s system of governance. In leadership politics, the
limited pluralization, characterized by oligarchic shares of power, require political norms to
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negotiate the sharing of power. These tensions have created huge liabilities for the regime,
especially in dealing with the pluralist elements. To reduce these tensions, Xi has sought to
remake China to be consistent with his own political ideals, whereby the “founding mission” of
the CCP is not forgotten (&'()).5 In other words, Xi is seeking to uphold CCP ideals while
at the same time overcoming those pitfalls brought about by China’s capitalist engagement.
How to define the CCP’s “founding mission,” however, depends on both the nature of the CCP
regime and who is holding power within the CCP. In the Dengist era, Deng Xiaoping and, later,
primarily Jiang Zemin, defined the CCP mission to be making China rich and powerful, thus
justifying their policies to transform the elite composition and some norms of elite politics,
ultimately strengthening their own paramount positions. Xi Jinping now also utilizes his own
political principles to justify his program to remake elite politics and to support his own
concentration of power. To overcome the capitalist pitfalls and to resist any checks and balances
as required by a democracy, Xi has emphasized a renewal of the CCP through “self-revolution”
(*+,-), a slogan that can be compared to Mao’s “continuous revolution under the
dictatorship of the proletariat” (./0123456,-) that in theory supported the
Cultural Revolution – a time when many thousands of CCP elites were purged. Like Mao, Xi is
not shy about purging CCP elites, as indicated by his matching the former slogan to the slogan of
“holding the knife with the blade inward” (789:).6 These slogans clearly reveal that Xi is
primarily targeting the CCP elites. The next section will analyze what he has done during the
past ten years to introduce the emergence of a new dynamics in elite politics.
The same regime at work: why has Xi overwhelmed rival CCP elites?
Cadre corruption is one of the nastiest aftermaths of the Dengist program. As soon as he came to
power, Xi began to remake CCP elite politics by launching a powerful anti-corruption campaign.
Only several weeks after Xi’s inauguration at the fall 2012 18th Party Congress, was a member
of the new Central Committee investigated.7 The resultant purge turned out to be a prelude to the
largest storm in Chinese high politics since the 1989 Tiananmen crisis, leading to the
imprisonment of Zhou Yongkang (;<=), a newly retired Politburo Standing Committee (PSC)
member and the CCP’s tsar for legal and political-security affairs prior to his retirement, as well
as the fall from power of numerous high-ranking leaders, especially a number of ministers in the
Ministry of Public Security. Together with a huge cleansing of CCP secretaries and PLA
generals, Xi Jinping thus kicked off his “new era.”
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During the first five years of Xi’s rule since November 2012, incomplete data show that up to
June 2017 more than two million CCP cadres were disciplined by the party due to corruption,
including 280-plus high-ranking leaders and more than 8,600 bureau-level cadres.8 Among the
total of 205 full members of the 18th Central Committee, 25 were purged; if we also count the
two who were purged after 2017, they together account for 13 percent of the CCP 18th Central
Committee. At the same time, more than 20 (the exact number is not available as some cases
have not been announced) alternative members of the 18th Central Committee, among a total of
171, were also purged, accounting for at least 14 percent.9 In addition, some other of such highranking leaders were marginalized and their political futures brought to an end without formal
punishment.
Aside from Zhou Yongkang, other prominent victims of Xi’s anti-corruption campaign include:
Sun Zhengcai (r3s), the youngest member of the 18th Politburo; Ling Jihua (tuv), the
most powerful right-hand leader of former party chief Hu Jintao; Guo Boxiong (wxy) and Xu
Caihou (zs{), both members of the 17th Politburo and vice chairmen of the 17th Central
Military Commission (CMC); and almost all other members of the 17th CMC (with the
exception of its chairman, Hu Jintao), including PLA chief of the general staff Fang Fenghui (|
}~) and PLA director of the general political department Zhang Yang (•€).10
In the second five years of Xi Jinping’s rule, the anti-corruption campaign basically maintained
its momentum, as a similar number of about more than two million cadres were purged, bringing
the total number of cadres investigated for corruption during the past ten years (up to April 2022)
to 4.79 million and bringing the total number of party members who were punished in various
ways to 11.344 million person-times.11 Even though, thus far, in the recent five years no topranking leaders, such as Politburo members, have been targets, the scale of the purges at the
lower levels of the party-state hierarchy has been widespread. In the public-security sector, for
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example, purges have continued wave after wave, with the latest round, as of this essay in
writing, came as the replacement of provincial-level police chiefs.12
Based on the fierce discipline of CCP cadres, during the past ten years Xi has basically remade
the norms of elite politics. In fact, corruption per se might be regarded as a fundamental norm of
CCP politics, at least since Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 southern tour that revitalized marketization
and thus encouraged cadres at all levels, whether legitimately or illegitimately, to promote the
growth of wealth. It is believed that at that time the seeds of corruption were planted and started
to grow. Jiang Zemin’s famous citation of an old Chinese saying, though in a different context,
was thus welcomed by cadres: “keep silent while making a great fortune” (¢£[¤¥). Public
power has become market capital, which is the most rewarding. When Xi Jinping repeatedly
warns CCP cadres not to dream of becoming public officials and simultaneously to make their
fortunes (“&P¦§¨E©§¤¥”), he is in fact destroying the dreams of millions of his
fellow party elite.
A major issue that emerges from an observation of elite politics in Xi’s China is the following:
How was it possible, and even relatively easy, for Xi, who actually rose to power from a weak
power base, to successfully struggle against so many powerful CCP leaders? I would argue that
Xi has so done because he fully takes advantage of the fundamental rules of the CCP regime.
One of such advantages is, according to the CCP’s rudimentary rules, the entire party must
remain consistent with the party center and the party’s No. 1 leader. Even Deng Xiaoping, a
prominent reformer of the CCP, also emphasizes that the concentration of power is a
fundamental political advantage of the CCP regime, and that only the establishment of the No. 1
leader’s “core” position within the party center can assure this advantage.13 Xi Jinping is simply
following Deng Xiaoping in this regard, and as such, he has fully utilized this institutional
advantage to unfold his “new era.”
In a similar vein, Xi also follows Deng Xiaoping (and, of course, Mao Zedong) in fully utilizing
the No.1 leader’s exclusive command over the coercive power of the party/state to support his
paramount power and authority. This basic feature of the CCP regime was compromised during
the Hu Jintao era, when Jiang Zemin initially remained on as CMC chairman to constrain Hu’s
power and, during Hu’s second term, Jiang’s protégé Zhou Yongkang controlled the so-called
zhengfa (political-legal, 3ª) system. The beginning of Xi’s regime, as noted, was marked by
the party chief reassuming the power over the coercive machine, including the so-called gun
barrel («¬-, referring to the military) and the handle of the knife (7W-, referring mainly to
the police). In so doing, Xi was actually not violating the rules of CCP politics but simply
returning to regime norms.
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The authoritarian nature of CCP politics, in a similar vein, also enables Xi as party chief to put
his large-scale elite circulation policies into practice. As a non-democratic regime, the CCP
conducts elite circulations from top-down rather than bottom-up, and all cadres’ career relies on
their bosses’ favor, ultimately on party chief Xi's willingness on personnel issues. Such power
concentration and elite circulation are thus mutually enforcing each other to provide Xi with the
status, power, and institutional advantages to successfully play the game over power.
Different dreams on the wane: From a neo-authoritarian oligarchy to a neo-totalitarian
tyranny
Xi’s huge successes in concentrating power and in remaking elite politics during his first fiveyear term (2012–17) can be summed up by the following moves: 1) purging numerous powerful
enemies within the leadership, including a potential successor whom his predecessors had put in
place to succeed Xi; 2) promoting numerous followers among CCP cadres to key positions,
especially in the coercive sectors; 3) taking over a majority of the seats on the 19th Politburo,
thereby bringing an end to the hidden norm, from Mao to Hu Jintao, of achieving a factional
balance in the organization of the Politburo; 4) avoiding the appointment of any younger
members to the Politburo in the leadership transition and thus intentionally avoiding the selection
of any successors to Xi and not putting in place any plans for a post-Xi leadership transition; 5)
removing term limits for PRC president, a position held concurrently by CCP general secretary
since 1992, through passage of the 13th amendment to the state constitution and thus paving the
way for Xi’s third, and possibly more, terms in power; 6) restructuring decision-making at the
highest levels of power and therefore allowing Xi to be in charge of most commissions; and 7)
creating a high tide in Xi’s personality cult by the official propaganda organs and returning to
Cultural Revolution–style leadership worship in every public speech by cadres and in all CCP
publications.
Ironically, these successes posed a series of fundamental dilemmas to Xi as leader, to CCP elites
as the political base of the regime, and to the nation with the growth of the economy and its rise
as a global power. All of those dilemmas, briefly analyzed below, have intensified Xi’s
confrontation with the CCP elites and have been accelerated up the regime’s degeneration from a
neo-authoritarian oligarchy to a neo-totalitarian tyranny.
The dilemmas troubling Xi can be understood at two levels. In terms of elite politics, political
purges can easily become Xi’s “red slippers,” as those in a Hans Christian Anderson’s fairytale
about a young girl who puts on a pair of red slippers that will not allow her to stop dancing. Here
the logic is: the more comrades you have purged, the more enemies you have created, and the
less security you will feel in power, thus prompting you to engage in more purges. Political
developments during Xi’s recent five years have clearly revealed such a trend, primarily
demonstrated by Xi’s ongoing efforts to control the public-security apparatus by continuing
purges and by changing the targets of his purges to his former political allies during his first
term, including Wang Qishan (¸¹º), his closest and most important partner in the anticorruption campaign. This is why, in a previous analysis, I conclude that continuous purges have
already become part of the basic dynamics of CCP elite politics, with Xi’s neo-totalitarian
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program not only repressing societal actors but also CCP elite politics becoming increasingly
dominated by intra-regime repression with coercive measures.14
In the same way, a concentration of power is by nature self-defeating. As we know, the
governance capacity of the CCP regime lies in its strength to monopolize public power. But a
monopoly of power can produce serious and even fundamental challenges to governance,
especially governance of a society with a market economy, some social plurality, and global
engagement.15 Xi has now exacerbated this dilemma by involving the regime elites: the more
power becomes concentrated in Xi’s hands, the more responsibilities Xi must place on the
shoulders of his less-responsible subordinates, leading to negative effects on the entire system.
As a result, an ironic situation has emerged during Xi’s second term: measures to concentrate
power, whose initial aim was to improve government efficiency, have led to the opposite
situation whereby the inability of the regime to govern becomes increasingly apparent. Under
such circumstances, a new Chinese-language term has been devised to describe the prevailing
mood among both cadres and ordinary people. This is tangping (»K), literally “lying flat,” or
simply bowing out from the rat race.16
CCP elites are highly reluctant to accept that, due to Xi’s program to remake elite politics, trends
are leading in the direction of the neo-authoritarian oligarchy turning into a neo-totalitarian
tyranny. Even when so many CCP elites were deprived of both their wealth and power, and in
some cases even their personal freedoms, the remaining elites never expected that they would
face a similar situation. Even when they were repeatedly warned about mixing wealth and power,
they clung fast to their hopes that the regime would protect their elite privileges, they ignored the
warnings and chose instead a wait-and-see attitude. Their cynicism was supported by Xi’s highly
selective party discipline. In fact, for some junior cadres, Xi’s anti-corruption campaign has
opened up a fast channel for vertical mobility, allowing his protégés to receive “helicopter”
promotions to prestigious posts. Meanwhile, as long as they were trusted by Xi or his associates,
cadres still clung to their hopes that one day they would become CCP billionaires.17
It is not easy, however, for high-ranking cadres whose careers were advanced during pre-Xi days
to join the bandwagon by becoming Xi loyalists. Xi might utilize them to do his dirty work, but
they might just as well be purged or sidelined after they are no longer useful. Fu Zhenghua (¼3
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‚) and Sun Lijun (r¡À), both high-ranking cadres in the Ministry of Public Security, are
typical victims of such purges,18 while Chen Quanguo (ÁÂÃ), a Politburo member who
implemented the draconian crackdown in Xinjiang, and Wang Zhimin (¸Äa), the CCP Hong
Kong official who implemented Xi’s hardline state security legislation that led to political
turbulence are victims of sidelining, as they both were demoted after they carried out local
crackdowns.19
During Xi’s second term anti-Xi discontent gathered momentum among many CCP elites. After
Xi had clearly indicated his intention to remain in power beyond two terms, such discontent
became desperate. The CCP elites inevitably had to forgo their illusions that Xi would be gone
by 2022–2023 and that the oligarchic structure of the regime would return. More recently, a
much-delayed resistance, resonant with the rise of social desperation against Xi’s domestic and
foreign policies, has arisen as a last resort to block Xi’s third term.20
The most prominent dilemma facing any elite resistance, however, lies in the total dependence of
the elite on the regime in every respect – politically, economically, financially, socially,
culturally, etc. Within the regime, the elite are now facing the “inward blade” of the knife with
the handle in Xi’s hands; without the regime, they are next to nothing. But with the accumulation
of family fortunes, some may choose to “run” – this too is a newly created Chinese term that
adopts Chinese pinyin pronunciation of the English term “run,” thus is written with the Chinese
character Å. This has given rise to the new term, “run-nology” (ÅÆ), referring to “studies” on
how to run away from China. But, it is now exceedingly difficult for CCP cadres to go overseas,
primarily because Xi has tightened control over the outflow of both people and money. As the
opportunities for “exit” wane, according to the now-classic study by Albert Hirschman, the
“voice” of protests correspondingly rises.21 This also partially explains the recent long-delayed
rise of elite resistance.
Chinese people as a whole also face these dilemmas, but to a far lesser degree than the CCP elite.
They similarly benefitted from the Dengist economic development and open-door policies, but
they suffered from the consequences of the accompanying rampant corruption, growing
inequalities, and omnipresent injustices. During his first term, Xi’s powerful anti-corruption
campaign was generally welcomed by ordinary Chinese citizens, who widely celebrated the fall
of the powerful, extravagant, and arrogant elites, despite the fact that punishment was politically
18
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selective and not subject to any legal procedures. For many reasons, including their daily life
experiences and traditional cultural values, Chinese residents are inclined to support the dictator
in his war against the bureaucrats. This is why Mao is still popular in China today and why his
disastrous Cultural Revolution is remembered favorably by some. When Xi’s authority reaches
new heights whereby the goals of his power and authority are to victimize ordinary people and to
deprive them of their already limited rights – as revealed by Xi’s containment of the Covid-19
pandemic and its disastrous economic aftermath – the winds may change abruptly and Xi’s
legitimacy to fight elite resistance may be quickly exhausted.22
Conclusion
A prominent political feature of the Xi Jinping era has been the emergence of tensions and
confrontations between Xi, the dominant leader, and the elites of his own regime. This has
occurred because of two fundamental institutional characteristics of the CCP regime. First, as
Leninist regimes are ruled by man, not laws, any new leader overwhelmingly must rely on a
purge of his rivals and promotion of loyalists within the regime to consolidates power and to
implement his programs. Second, the post-Mao transformation of the CCP has a built-in selfcontradiction, which exists primarily between the partially marketized economy and the CCP’s
monopoly over political power. Xi and his predecessors, as well as those elites who grew up
under his predecessors, have different emphases in order to manage this self-contradiction:
From Deng Xiaoping through Jiang Zemin and to Hu Jintao, the CCP leaderships prior to Xi
chose to promote market capitalism to maintain the CCP dictatorship. But Xi sees huge pitfalls in
market capitalism for his regime and, accordingly, he is determined to struggle against these
pitfalls to preserve the CCP dictatorship.
With Xi’s coming to office, the bankruptcy of the consensus among the post-Tiananmen CCP
leaderships became apparent. A significant part of the consensus, as CCP practice prior to Xi has
well demonstrated, was to allow elite rent-seeking in pursuit of individual interests that resonated
with regime interests. This can be described with the metaphor about the same bed (i.e., the CCP
regime), but different dreams (i.e., the private goals of those who are sleeping in the bed). In
proposing the “China dream” as a unified goal of the regime, Xi has been engaged in a struggle
to remake CCP elite politics by destroying the dreams of cadres to attain personal wealth
through public power but by maintaining what Xi perceives to be the CCP’s “founding mission”
that is, to keep their “red bed” unshaken by no one from within or without. To this author, such a
struggle is a central theme of Chinese political development during the past ten years under Xi
Jinping.
In the space above, we sketch how this struggle has been unfolded to shape the major trends in
Chinese elite politics during the past ten years and how it has remade the framework of CCP
leadership politics from the previous oligarchy to Xi’s one-man dictatorship. We argue that Xi’s
successes in concentrating power in his own hands can better be understood as an institutional
phenomenon in CCP politics rather than as something that can be exclusively attributed to Xi’s
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wisdom and/or his ability. Xi is highly skillful in playing the authoritarian game of politics, but
his mixed record of governance and foreign relations during the last ten years clearly
demonstrates his shortcomings as a statesman. During his first five years, Xi successfully
mobilized the needed institutional resources that the regime provided to him to unfold huge
purges of cadres and to concentrate power in his own hands. These efforts met with little elite
resistance. During his second term, however, the enhancement of Xi’s power and personal
authority limited the overall returns that CCP elites could reap from their political power, thus
undermining the regime’s critical interests in economic growth and global connections. Elite
resistance thus arose concurrently with the widespread social discontent in China against Xi’s
poor governance record.
Will the last resort of elite resistance be able to block Xi’s ambition to obtain a third term as
party chief at the 20th Party Congress and even to remain in power beyond 2027? Will the
dynamics of CCP elite politics revert back to an oligarchic track by snuffing out the neo-Maoist
trends created by Xi? Political elements aside, the institutional elements highlighted in this essay
provide a pessimistic answer to these questions. As long as the fundamental consensus between
Xi and his intra-party enemies to maintain the CCP’s monopoly of public power is not broken,
the regime will continue to provide the dictator with the institutional advantages to actualize his
goals, rather than those of his subordinates. There may be exceptions and surprises, of course, as
there are in politics in general and in closed or partially closed authoritarian politics in particular.
In the institutional analysis of elite politics in this essay, the “dreams” remain dubious, but the
“bed” remains solid. Ultimately, Xi and his intra-CCP enemies share the same dream, that is, to
maintain the CCP regime, from which they all can benefit. In other words, the resistance is
inevitably weak, fragile, and possibly unfounded, as long as the powerful CCP cadres are
reluctant to challenge the entire regime, upon which they all depend.
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