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Beijing’s Leninist-Nationalist

SAMUEL GREGG

Kevin Rudd’s book provides a masterful analysis of
Xi Jinping’s ideological springs and what they mean
for China.

NE DEBATE AMONG HISTORIANS THAT CONTINUES TO

surface in our time concerns the “great man theory of history.”

Usually associated with the nineteenth-century Scottish
historian Thomas Carlyle, this theory holds that the course of history is
largely attributable to the role played by individuals of a heroic stature,
ranging from George Washington to Pericles. Put more simply, it not only
matters whether Winston Churchill or Lord Halifax is in charge in June
1940, but also whether Churchill opts to fight or negotiate.
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A variant on this theory is the negative greatness thesis. Coined by the
German historian and Hitler biographer Joachim Fest, this phrase
describes the decisive part played by certain individuals and their
commitment to a set of ideas in generating catastrophes like the Shoah.

But whether cast in positive or negative form, the great man theory has
long been contested by historians who emphasize the extent to which
individuals are at the mercy of circumstances beyond their control. Even
more critical are those Marxist scholars who read history through the lens
of dialectical materialism. Human agency, from their standpoint, plays a
bit part in shaping human events.

That makes it all the more ironic that the history of many Marxist regimes
underscores certain individuals’ oversized contribution to major
historical developments. It is difficult, for example, to understand the
sheer radicalness of the Bolshevik regime that seized power in 1917
without acknowledging Lenin’s insistence upon taking extreme measures
against the Bolsheviks’ opponents. A similar case could be made about
China’s rise from the late 1970s onwards. Would this have occurred
without Deng Xiaoping’s ascendency to power? We don’t know. But we do
know that Deng did make decisions that contributed to millions of
Chinese escaping poverty and China assuming great prominence in the
international sphere.

This brings us squarely to China’s present paramount leader, Xi Jinping,
and the question of how much his beliefs and choices explain Beijing’s
trajectory since 2012. Certainly, there is continuity between the
paramount leaderships of Mao Zedong, Deng, Jiang Zemin, Hu Jintao, and
Xi. None of Xi’s predecessors, for instance, ever contemplated allowing the
CCP to voluntarily cede its grip on power. And the reintroduction of
greater state control over somewhat-liberalized parts of China’s economy
began with Hu Jintao—not Xi. That said, the pace at which Beijing has
accelerated away from economic liberalization and steadily abandoned
Deng’s core foreign policy tenet of “hiding strengths and biding time”
surely owes something to Xi’s vision of China’s path into the near future.

Ideology as Power
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There is no shortage of books about Xi’s significance for contemporary
China. In On Xi Jinping: How Xi’s Marxist Nationalism Is Shaping China and
the World, however, Kevin Rudd, a former Australian prime minister and
ambassador to Washington, DC, brings a unique perspective to this topic.

Apart from having managed Australia’s complex relationship with China
during his prime ministership, Rudd’s pre-political career involved study
of Chinese history (he speaks fluent Mandarin) and time as an Australian
diplomat in Beijing. Rudd thus brings an unusual combination of high-
level political experience and intimate knowledge of Chinese culture and
history to his analysis of Xi’s personality and priorities.

Wider academic disagreements surround
Rudd’s thesis, not least among which is the
eternal debate concerning the respective
weights to be attached to agency or structure.

Central to Rudd’s position is his claim that it would be a serious mistake
to downplay the role of ideas—or, more precisely, ideology—in
understanding Xi and the direction in which he wants to take China. The
two ideologies at work, in Rudd’s estimation, are Marxism and Sino-
nationalism.

Marxists invariably portray nationalism as just another bourgeois
construct designed to distract the working class from its true interests.
Nationalists, for their part, tend to assess Marxism as a destructive force
that divides nations and invariably ruins entire countries. Rudd, however,
sees both ideologies shaping Xi’s thought and practice. Marxist ideas, he
states, have influenced Xi’s efforts to shift the Chinese economy in
leftward directions, while nationalism has driven what Rudd regards as
Xi’s aggressive foreign policy stance vis-a-vis the rest of the world, and
America in particular.

There are ample precedents for this type of ideological mingling on the
part of Communist leaders. At various times, for example, Stalin and Ho
Chi Minh drew upon nationalist sentiment to rally support for the
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Communist regimes they led. Rudd’s analysis, however, indicates that Xi
has taken the integration of Marxist and nationalist ideology to a whole
new level. He also maintains that Xi “has reified the role of ideology in
general in the Communist Party as a means of enhancing personal and
party control, CCP political legitimacy, and as a mechanism for
foreshadowing broad policy change across the Chinese system.” And the
ideology now regnant throughout China is what Rudd calls “Marxist-
Leninist Nationalism,” or what the CCP formally labels “Xi Jinping
Thought for the New Era.”

The Man Matters

Wider academic disagreements surround Rudd’s thesis, not least among
which is the eternal debate concerning the respective weights to be
attached to agency or structure when seeking to comprehend events. Do,
for example, noticeable changes in China’s domestic, economic, and
foreign policies primarily reflect the CCP leader’s preferences? Or are they
mostly attributable to China’s growing wealth and strength, and the
conflict that this was bound to create with the United States?

Much of Rudd’s book is squarely aimed at contesting structuralist
accounts of these developments. He even argues that “there is something
unique to the individual ‘agency’ of Xi’s particular form of political
statecraft that has been a major force in changing China’s national
direction.” Rudd also insists that the statecraft in question is not that of a
Machiavellian. For Rudd, what makes the difference is that Xi brings “a
different ideological worldview to his post-Mao predecessors.” This,
combined with what Rudd sees as Xi’s political skills, is crucial for
understanding why China has shifted towards having a “more Leninist
party, a more Marxist economy, [and] a more nationalist and assertive
internationalist policy.” This suggests that, when Xi either retires or
otherwise departs China’s political scene, we can expect, in Rudd’s words,
“other political possibilities [to] emerge.”

Rudd begins his analysis by offering precise definitions of terms like
“ideology,
to situate Xi's thought vis-a-vis pre- and post-revolutionary Chinese
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Marxism,” “Leninism,” and “nationalism.” He then proceeds
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visions of the world. Rudd subsequently contends that Xi’s ideological
beliefs reflect a Marxist conception of history that combines elements of
activism and determinism as well as a Sino-centric nationalism. Both
strands of thought are moderated, Rudd cautions, by a strategic realism
that, so far, has kept Xi from taking excessive political and economic risks.

To demonstrate the importance of this mixture of ideas for understanding
Xi, Rudd analyzes five key texts by Xi. He then proceeds to show how Xi’s
ideology has been central to turning the CCP into a more thoroughly
Leninist party. That involves building a cult of personality around Xi,
reasserting party control over state organs (especially the military), and
renewing the CCP’s centrality to every aspect of public and private life
(business, education, culture, religion, etc.). Several chapters are
subsequently devoted to showing how these trends have reoriented
economic policy throughout China in leftward directions. This is followed
by chapters showing how Xi’s ideological convictions have shaped Chinese
foreign policy and steadily subordinated China’s economic policies to the
realization of national security goals.

On Xi Jinping concludes by offering some forecasts about how Xi’s
ideological agenda is likely to play out over the forthcoming decade. Rudd
particularly emphasizes that Xi is intent upon hard-wiring important
aspects of the classical Chinese tradition into Marxist ideology. An
example is Xi’s effort to reinforce the claims to universality of Marxism’s
dialectical materialist premises and its conception of progress through
history. According to Xi, these ideas find echoes in the classical Chinese
concepts like Yin and Yang, which underscore the universal truth of the
unity and reconciliation of opposites. The overall goal of these
philosophical forays is twofold. One is to establish the CCP as the final
arbiter of which parts of China’s classical canon remain valid, and which
can be relativized or forgotten. The second is to make “Xi Jinping
Thought” more robust, thereby preventing China from eventually
experiencing political, economic, and civilizational decline—or so Xi
hopes.
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Fiven the most ideological of politicians
invariably say and do many things that have
little to do with their beliefs.

Rudd also speculates on the possibility of a near-term swing towards more
pragmatic policies on China’s part. He thinks that the odds are low while
Xi is in charge. Accompanying this is a sobering assessment of the
significant economic and national security costs that China is incurring as
Xi seeks to translate his ideological agenda into concrete policy. These
problems, Rudd says, form part of the highly complex set of circumstances
that America and other Western nations will find themselves navigating
in their relations with China, especially if Xi’s ultimate ambition is to
revive Marxism as a truly international force in global affairs, much as the
Soviet Union functioned as a locus for such activity between 1917 and

1991.
A True Believer

This is a bold book, primarily because of the tremendous significance that
Rudd attaches to one person’s ideology in explaining the present direction
of a country with 1.4 billion people, the world’s second biggest economy,
and, above all, a 5,000-year civilizational history. And from this emerges
the most obvious criticism of Rudd’s thesis: that it overplays the power of
ideas in human affairs.

Rudd’s argument relies heavily on the claim that Xi is a true ideological
believer. The counter to that proposition is that even the most ideological
of politicians invariably say and do many things that have little to do with
their beliefs. Instead, they reflect the need, in Xi’s case, to buttress his own
position against actual, potential, and imagined rivals, uphold the CCP’s
monopoly of power, and maintain sufficient economic growth to keep the
wider population happy. Attending to these and other goals is a
formidable task, and they will likely distract Xi from pursuing his
ideological objectives in a consistent manner.

https://lawliberty.org/book-review/beijings-leninist-nationalist/

6/10



2/23/26,1:13 PM Beijing’s Leninist-Nationalist — Samuel Gregg

To this we can add that there is always going to be a reactive dimension to
Xi’s policies, not the least being Beijing’s need to respond to choices made
by other nations. Whether it is an America that has long exerted
enormous influence in the Asia-Pacific region, or India, which is emerging
as a powerful counterweight to China in Southeast Asia, the dictates of
ideology do not always provide Beijing with ready-made guidance
concerning how to react to decisions being made in Washington or New
Delhi. In geopolitics, your rivals always have a say.

While reading Rudd’s book, however, I was constantly reminded of one of
the primary contentions made by the Hoover Institution historian,
Stephen Kotkin, in his superb multi-volume biography of Stalin: that if
you want to understand Stalin, you need to understand that Stalin was
indeed a Communist, and that Marxist-Leninist ideology functioned as a
central reference-point in his decision-making.

Stalin certainly made compromises along the way as he encountered
domestic and international obstacles to accomplishing his ambitions. But
those objectives—like those of figures like Lenin, Pol Pot, Hitler, and Mao
—were heavily determined by deep ideological commitments that make
many of Stalin’s otherwise inexplicable choices—such as his 1928 decision
to embark upon the no holds barred forced collectivization of Soviet
agriculture that led to food shortages, mass starvation, persistently low
agricultural productivity, and the extensive use of state repression—
perversely explicable.

If the same is true of Xi, then any nation that deals with Beijing will need
to take his ideology into account for as long as Xi remains paramount
leader. In other words, dismissing ideology as a minor, if not irrelevant
factor in explaining Xi’s behavior would be a grave mistake. One can hope
that the strategic realism which Rudd considers part of the admixture of
ideas at work in Xi’s thought will temper his conduct. But Stalin was also,
in his own way, a strategic realist, and that realism was always at the
service of his distinctly ideological goals. This is one of the things that
made Stalin so dangerous, and it is also why we should take Xi’s ideas
seriously. As Rudd warns us, “we ignore Xi’s clarity of ideological purpose
at our peril.”
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