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“To understand China in the twenty-first century, we must begin with one basic fact: all
political activity centers on the CCP. How the party has approached economic, political, ar

social reforms over the past few decades—and the reversal of many of these reforms under |
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current leadership—shaped not only the political system but also the party’s relationship to

people.”
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Does Xi Jinping represent continuity with the post-Deng reformers or does he
constitute a break from the past? During his first term as Party General Secretary,
many English-language analyses of contemporary Chinese politics generally
approached the new era tentatively and with varying degrees of equivocation. Desp
growing evidence of the return to a strong, highly disciplined, and increasingly
centralized Leninist Party, there were continued but uneven signs of economic gros
innovation, privatization, and even global dominance in many sectors. In her 2018
Third Revolution, Elizabeth Economy lauds the “explosion” of data coming out of th

country but admits:

“The information we receive is often contradictory. We read one day that the
Chinese government is advancing the rule of law and hear the next that it has
arrested over two hundred lawyers and activists without due process. Informatio

often incomplete or inaccurate...It is a country that often confounds us with

contradictions.”

However, with Xi’s power consolidation surrounding the 2017 19th Party Congress
a half-decade of perspective on the intended trajectory of his rule, Western scholar:
began writing with more confidence and nuance. While Economy’s book might ma;
the beginning of this transition, it almost certainly was in full evidence by 2022, wh
Alfred Chan published his major work, Xi Jinping. Kevin Rudd’s On Xi Jinping and S
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Tsang and Olivia Cheung’s The Political Thought of Xi Jinping also exemplify this

seemingly “second generation” of Xi Jinping scholarship.

Author Spotlight

Bruce J. Dickson is a leading American scholar of contemporary Chinese politics ai
the Chinese Communist Party (CCP). He is the George A. and Helen Dunham Cow:
Professor of Government and International Studies at George Washington Univers!
Dickson earned his Ph.D. in political science from the University of Michigan after

completing undergraduate studies at University of California, Berkeley.

His research focuses on Chinese politics, the organization and evolution of the CC]
authoritarian resilience, state-society relations, political legitimacy, and political
participation. He is especially well known for combining fieldwork in China with
survey research and institutional analysis to explain how the CCP has adapted to ra

economic and social change while maintaining one-party rule.

Among his most influential books are Red Capitalists in China: The Party, Private
Entrepreneurs, and Prospects for Political Change (2003), Wealth into Power: The Commu
Party’s Embrace of China’s Private Sector (2008), Allies of the State: China’s Private
Entrepreneurs and Democratic Change (2010), and The Party and the People: Chinese Pol
in the 21st Century (2021).

Within this context, Bruce Dickson’s The Party and the People occupies a fairly uniq
space, at once a superb and novel introduction to the arcane world of Chinese polit
and governance but also a highly sophisticated and comprehensive treatment of bo
intra-Party politics and relations between the Party and Chinese society. Through t
approach, Dickson is able not only to analyze recent developments but more

importantly offers readers the analytical framework from which to make their own
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informed judgements going forward. The result is a highly accessible, easily digest:
and yet incredibly informative bridge between introductory textbook and more
specialized journal monographs useful to students (those who still read) and essent;
addition for general readers interested in contemporary Chinese politics but

intimidated by its myriad idiosyncracies.

The central question for Dickson is how the Party maintains its legitimacy while
adapting to political, economic, and technological “changes not seen in a hundred
years.” Throughout the book are two very explicit themes. First, the Chinese
Communist Party (CCP) is sometimes (but certainly not always) “responsive” to inp
from various corners of Chinese society but it is never “accountable.” In sometimes
nuanced ways and always to serve its own purposes, the CCP often responds favora
to some types of “public input” such as local protests or petitions only to deflect,
diffuse, or collect feedback. But it never compromises on existential issues of Party
control. Second, for every policy area addressed in the book, Dickson explicitly note
the significantly increased oppression and supression taking place under Xi Jinping
resoundingly rejecting any previous assumptions that Xi in some ways represents

governance continuity from the past.

The first four chapters deal with issues of Party personnel and processes, while the
final chapters deal with specific issues of Party-State relations with the broader

Chinese society. Although each chapter deals with a different focus, they share thre
common characteristics: first, each addresses Party personnel and policy issues and
how those issues affect its relations with Chinese society; second, they track the oft
dramatic changes (mostly for the worse in Dickson’s judgement) between the Jiang-
eras and that of Xi Jinping; and finally, they identify where scholarly consensus exiz

where debate continues, and where knowledge gaps still remain.

Although not meant as a history of the CCP, The Party and the People begins with a
short historical foundation that traces the sources and evolution of the Party’s

legitimacy from Mao to the present, emphasizing that it no longer represents his
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revolutionary ethos but instead has transitioned to legitimacy based upon economi

success rather than class struggle.

The next three chapters focus on the contemporary Party itself: legitimacy and pow
personnel advancement and central leadership succession, and policy processes. He
Dickson clearly and concisely explains the overlapping authority of Party
organizations, non-Party state institutions, and the military. Two points stand out i
his discussion of leadership advancement. First, the Party uses a two-tier promotio:
system whereby lower level Party officials advance through a rough meritocracy th:
annually evaluates them on a series of criteria. Most important of these is maintena
of social stability (a red line prompting demotion and removal), followed by economr
growth. Once officials advance to mid-level positions by demonstrating competenc
meritocracy still remains important but is supplemented by political connections a:
alliances. Second, he notes that the routinized method for top leadership successios
devised by Deng and generally followed by Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, has been
abolished by Xi Jinping. This, Dickson argues, may be good for Xi but bodes poorly
the Party when Xi finally leaves the stage to either opposition coup or deleterious

succession struggle.

“The peaceful, routine, and even institutionalized manner in which the CCP
appoints and promotes its leaders has been a crucially important political reforn
the post-Mao era and a key source of regime stability. But the benefits of this
appointment and promotion process are now being undermined by Xi Jinping. X
has not followed the norms set down by his predecessors: he has not designated
successor and has revised the state constitution to eliminate term limits on the
presidency, one of his posts. These stepsindicate that he intends to remain in po

indefinitely, and if he succeeds in this goal, he will have unraveled one of the

signature features of the Chinese political system.”

Next, the book addresses the various patterns of policy decisionmaking. Sensitive

issues and those posing existential risk to the Party are decided at the top and then
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transmitted to local officials for implementation without discretion or variation.

Lesser vital but still important issues such as economic growth or structural reform
lend themselves to greater bargaining between the various Party levels and even

limited local experimentation. Finally, more technical issues such as the environme
or health care might include discussion with experts beyond the Party and other no
Party stakeholders. In this context, Dickson also discusses the advantages of limites
local level “deliberative democracy,” wherein leaders invite community members to
voice their opinions, again only on issues the Party deems nonexistential. He explai
advantages of this process (gathering local feedback on policy implementation; Par
control over agenda; appearance of responsiveness as a safety valve for local dissent

but also notes the Party’s retreat from this process under Xi.

Throughout these chapters, the important but often hidden nuances and variations
between center and local are one of the book’s distinctive contributions. Dickson
clearly demonstrates that average citizens interact with local and municipal official
frequently and sometimes contentiously so long as the former avoid challenging ths
Party’s very authority, arguing that in most cases implementation matters more to

most citizens than the actual policymaking.

The next chapters explore the Party’s relationship with society along three broad
concerns: the relationship with civil society; the role of protest and religion in
threatening political stability; and the growth of nationalism. With regard to civil
society, Dickson categorizes organizations as “red” (benign, generally dispensing
public goods, registered with the Party), “gray” (less permanent, perhaps lacking in
stable funding, but still useful and non-threatening), and “black” (political activism.
foreign funding). Groups in the former two categories are useful because they provi
beneficial services and resources to understaffed and underfunded local officials as
well as providing an avenue for feedback on local conditions. But he also notes that
Xi leadership has placed increasing restrictions, particularly on “black” civic
organizations but even “red” and “gray,” as they pose potential alternative organizii

threats to the Party and its agenda.
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Turning to the question of whether popular political protests threaten political
stability, Dickson again provides a layered explanation. More often than is reported
the Party allows local protests when they focus on policy implementation and steer
away from existential issues. For the former, he points to Wukan landowners who
protested the confiscation without compensation for their land for commercial
development. After several months of sometimes violent confrontation, provincial
leaders interceded on behalf of the farmers and fired the local leadership involved i
the transaction. In other cases, the Party readily allows demonstrations against cor;
local officials or in favor of its own agenda, including localized climate activism.
However, when protests threaten the Party’s core agenda, begin to organize more
widely, or gain outside media attention, repression is swift and often violent to the
point of hiring local crime gangs to brutalize protesters. Here again, the Party unde
Xi has criminalized most forms of protest organized outside approved institutions,
relied more on preemptive repression, and with the 2013 introduction of “Documer

9” has recategorized most protest and activism as national security threats.

Dickson also surveys Beijing’s uneven policy toward China’s five officially-recogniz
religious groups: Buddhism, Taoism, Protestantism, Catholicism, and Islam. Gener
speaking, the Party had adopted a fairly lenient attitude toward its two “indigenous
religions, Buddhism and Taoism, except in the case of Tibet where religion mixes w
separatism. Protestant and Catholic churches were generally tolerated so long as tt
avoided organizing beyond their respective locales and avoid affiliation with foreig
religious organizations. To the extent that they provided needed services and resou
to their communities, local officials often decline to strictly regulate their religious
activities. Islam, a “foreign” religion tied to Uyghur separatism and international
terrorism, is treated far more brutally to include mass incarceration and intense

education campaigns intended to eradicate Islamic culture and customs.

Nationalism is another issue that provides both advantages and risks to the Party. (
the one hand, demonstrations of nationalist, anti-foreign sentiment often can

reinforce Beijing’s international agenda while still providing deniability in their
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involvement. However, they also can produce detrimental results if they turn violen
develop leadership and organization, or threaten the national agenda. Since the ear
1990’s the Party as transitioned from revolution and struggle to righting the wrongs
China’s “century of humilitation,” using “victimization” as a central theme to prom
both economic modernization and national unity. Rebutting commonly held views,
Dickson offers a number of recent surveys to demonstrate that China has not becor
more nationalist over the past decade, and that the youth population is not necessa:
more nationalist than their parents and grandparents. However, nationalist or anti-
foreign demonstrations may be on the rise because this remains one area where

Beijing still allows expression of public sentiment.

As interesting and informative these chapters were, the concluding chapter stands
by asking the ultimate political question for most Western scholars and analysts: “V
China Become Democratic?” Dickson reframes this issue not as “will the CCP
reform?” but “will it survive?” After presenting these questions within the scope of
Modernization Theory, which posits that economic modernization inevitably is
followed by democratization, Dickson counters that view by discussing the relative
durability of ruling Leninist parties (the CCP is the world’s longest ruling), their
general ability to course correct via leadership disagreement (fairly common until t
Xi era), the advent of the hyper-surveillance state, and the Party’s control over the
national military (“Power grows out of the gun”). By shutting out oppositional or
alternative views, he argues, Xi Jinping risks losing one of these key avenues to
longevity through adaptation. In addition, tying regime legitimacy to economic

performance puts the Party at risk from a major global economic downturn.

As a bottom line, Dickson does not see the demise of the CCP on horizon, and he e
cautions that historically the fall of one authoritarian regime most often is followec
another one. Given this assessment, however, he provides several signs of
democratization to watch for. Top of the list is a significant and existential econom
crisis, followed by a major leadership split, increased popular support for

democratization activists, and finally a significant international loss such as a failec
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Taiwan takeover. The Party’s ability to continue delivering on improved economic
well-being and adaptation to changing domestic and global environment seem to b

paramount factors in its future viability.

Dickson’s approach to institutions and processes presents a resilent and adaptive P
focused on economic performance, institutional preservation, and selective
responsiveness. He is able to weave together an array of topics and issues into a
coherent yet nuanced explanation for how the Chinese political system operates. D
to the relative brevity with which each topic is covered, specialists and longtime
China-watchers may find little of significant interest here. But for the reader
interested in understanding and following Chinese politics but intimidated by arca
terms and unfamiliar organizational structures, this is one of the best introductions
I’'ve ever read. Without either condescension or oversimplification, Dickson provid
both analytical framework and contemporaneous discussion of the major issues Pas
society issues. Even as the particular policies inevitably will change over time, his
explanation of structures, procedures, and general approaches shouldstand for quit

some time.
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This is an interesting post. | find it surprising how few people outside of China choose to read
learn about how China works. And it is such an important and fascinating country! You are an
exception.
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It's more apt we replace the word "“Party” with “Leader” :) Things have moved on a bit.
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