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Setting the scene 

 
 
 

The next generation of top Party leaders, those who will determine China's 
medium-term future, were formally appointed during the 18th Congress 
of the Communist Party of China (CPC) that took place in Beijing from 8 to 
14 November 2012. In a globalised world, where the EU and China are 
economically increasingly interdependent, the event will have an 
important impact on the bilateral relations. The State leaders, expected to 
be the same persons, will be named in March 2013 during the 12th 
National People's Congress. 

High security measures were taken before and during the Party Congress. 
The popular uprisings in the Middle East in spring 2011 have clearly 
worried Beijing at a time when preparations for the party Congress were 
underway: calls on the internet for a "Jasmine revolution" have led the 
authorities to take a series of preventive measures against political 
freedom. Although calls to follow Tunisia or Egypt examples have gone 
largely unanswered in China, partly due to the strict security measures put 
in place but also due to the absence of organised political opposition, the 
Party was, and is, determined to crackdown on any perceived threat to its 
supremacy and to suppress all political challenge1.  

The Communist Party of China is certainly not monolithic and different 

                                                               
1 The internal security apparatus, whose budget has now overtaken the defence budget  
is higher than the combined budgets for healthcare, diplomacy and financial oversight 
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power groups are jockeying for positions. But there is little chance that a 
"Chinese Jasmine revolution" will take place as long as the CPC can 
guarantee sufficient economic growth to deliver the social and financial 
benefits that form the core of its current legitimacy. This is the real 
challenge for the CPC as social, economic and environmental problems 
are pilling up. 

The Party Congress has appointed a new 205-member Central Committee 
(plus 165 substitutes), which in turn has selected the 25-member Party 
Politburo. The most-elite decision-making body is the Standing 
Committee of the Party Politburo which has seven members.  Due to a 
strict age limit in the party2 more than 60% of the party leadership has 
changed. Seven of the nine members of the outgoing all-powerful 
Politburo Standing Committee have retired as well as 16 of the 25 
Politburo members. Among the retirees are CPC Secretary-General and 
PRC president HU Jintao and Prime Minister WEN Jiabao.  

CPC Secretary-General Hu Jintao 's report 

 
 
 
 
China has made 
considerable efforts to lift 
people out of poverty. 
Unbalanced and 
unsustainable development, 
social problems and 
corruption remain, however, 
serious challenges. 
  

Outgoing CPC Secretary-General Hu Jintao delivered his "Report on the 
work of the 17th Central Committee" to the 2268 members of the 18th 
Congress. He referred on the progress made by China during the last five 
years to lift people out of poverty and achieve "a moderately prosperous 
society".  Among the difficulties and problems the Party has faced, Hu 
Jintao mentioned the “unbalanced, uncoordinated and unsustainable" 
development which is contrary to the spirit of the "scientific concept of 
development" that he introduced.  

He stressed the importance of economic reforms (cited 86 times in his 
speech), but with little details on concrete steps, and said that the 2010 
GDP and per capita income for both urban and rural residents must be 
doubled by 2020. To achieve this goal, an average 7% annual economic 
growth is required but changing the growth model remains an arduous 
task he said. He warned that “social problems have increased markedly” and 
that “the fight against corruption remains a serious challenge”.  

Hu’s speech contained an entire section devoted to protecting the 
environment, giving the issue much more prominence than in the past. 
China must “launch a revolution in energy production and consumption, 
impose a ceiling on total energy consumption, save energy and reduce its 
consumption,” said Hu.  

In the foreign policy chapter Hu Jintao made clear that China's 
sovereignty, security and development interests will not give up to 
outside pressure and that no effort would be spared to give the PLA the 
means to protect China's "core national interests". 

                                                               
2 Officials should not be older than 68 years at the time of appointment 
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Change of Guard: the actors 

 
 
 
 
 
 
The two main fractions, 
'Tuanpai' and the 'Shanghai 
group', are jostling for key 
positions. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The new Communist Party 
Secretary-General, and 
future President,  Mr.XI 
Jinping, is a princeling 
whose political beliefs 
remain largely unknown  

CPC members still get to the top level largely relying on their lineages, 
patrons, networks, and survival instincts. A leader's influence through the 
loyalties he or she builds with superiors and protégés can sometimes last 
over decades. There is therefore little enthusiasm for change as every 
leader is part of a structure that has benefited him. 

There are two main factions in the Party that are jostling for top positions. 
A group loyal to outgoing CPC Secretary-General and PRC president HU 
Jintao is known under the name "Tuanpai" 3 and its members are mostly 
issued from the Communist Youth League. They have the reputation of 
being more progressive and eager to push reforms towards a more 
balanced development model with less regional disparities while reducing 
social conflicts. The other faction is the "Shanghai group" centred around 
former PRC President Jiang Zeming (the successor of Den Xiaoping). The 
Shanghai group is known to be more conservative and supports the 
export-oriented economic model of the east coast that has maintained 
strong economic growth in the past years. Both factions have members 
from different interest groups, such as industries or the army, that wish to 
have representatives at the highest level. Both factions include "hardliners 
and reformers" as well as "Princelings", offspring from prominent 
revolutionary families.  

Preparations for the 18th Congress of the CPC were compared by some 
observers to a battlefield between the two factions. The Bo Xilai political 
scandal 4 for example, far from being a simple corruption case, has 
exposed tensions within the party and revealed the deep divisions on 
China's future direction.  The internal power struggle among the different 
factions to allocate powerful positions in the new Politburo was put in the 
limelight and the date of the Congress party had to be postponed to allow 
for a consensus to be built on the way to deal with Mr. Bo.  

The Chinese political system remains however entirely opaque and few 
people know exactly what is discussed behind closed doors5. For example 
XI Jinping, the new Secretary-General (see below), disappeared from the 
public view for almost two weeks in mid September 2012, cancelling high 
level meetings with foreign Prime Ministers. His absence led to endless 
speculation about his future.  No accounting of his whereabouts was ever 
made public.  

The new Party Secretary-General, and future President, is Mr. XI Jinping, a 

                                                               
3 Tuan Pai is a term used by political observers to represent cadres and government 
officials in the CPC who originated from the Communist Youth League. The term is also 
used to represent Hu Jintao and his group of political allies.  
4 see annex to this paper 
5 A secretive conclave of current and retired party leaders took place at the Hebei beach 
resort of Beidaihe in August 2012 to try to reach a consensus among the different actions 
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The second-in-line and 
future Prime Minister,  Mr. LI 
Keqiang, is from the Tuanpai 
faction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

protégé of former PRC President Jiang Zeming. With experience in both 
central and local governments (he served as party Secretary in Zhejiang 
and Fujian provinces and in Shanghai) as well as in the military apparatus,  

Mr. XI Jinping, born in 1953, is a princeling (a son of a respected 
revolutionary family). Despite those origins he has nevertheless 
experienced the hardship of the Cultural Revolution when his father, who 
was Vice Premier, was purged by Mao Zedong in 1962. He was promoted 
to the politburo standing committee in 2007 and appointed as Vice-
President in 2008. He successfully supervised the preparations for the 
Beijing Olympics. He has shown openness to the market economy but 
little is known of his true political beliefs apart from his zero-tolerance on 
corruption.  Most observers consider him as a pragmatic who is able to 
reach out to the different factions within the CPC. 

The 18th Congress also appointed him Chairman of the Central Military 
Commission (CMM) despite rumours that President HU might retain that 
position, and therefore key influence, after the reshuffle.  The post is 
arguably the most powerful position in the Chinese communist system as 
the PLA's first role is to protect the Party. Mr.XI close ties and experience 
with the military may increase the PLA's influence at the highest level (the 
PLA has two representatives in the Politburo but none in the Standing 
Committee) but could also be useful to restrain the new PLA assertiveness. 
Mr. XI has already appointed a new general in the PLA showing that he is 
fully in control.  

The second-in-line and future Prime Minister, Mr. LI Keqiang, is a member 
of the Tuanpai faction. Born in 1955, he is a member of the politburo 
standing committee since 2007 and was appointed deputy prime minister 
in 2008. Mr. Li has experience in Henan province and has built his career at 
the Chinese Communist Youth League (CCYL), the power base of 
President HU Jintao. Li is expected to focus more on social policy such as 
increasing employment, offering more affordable housing etc.  

Among the five other members of the Standing Committee of the Party 
Politburo three are considered closely associated to Jiang Zemin6: Zhang 
Deijang (66, Bo Xilai's replacement as Chongqing Party Secretary; a 
hardliner who studied in North Korea he should be appointed Chair of the 
NPC); Yu Zhengsheng (67, a princeling, former Shanghai Party secretary; 
he should be appointed chair of the CPPCC); Zhang Gaoli (66, Tianjin Party 
secretary).  Vice-Premier Wang Qishan (64, economic and financial 
reformer will have to address the corruption issue in his position of Party 
Discipline Chief) maintains relations with both factions. Finally, Liu 
Yunshan (65, Director of CPC Propaganda department and very 
conservative in the political field will remain in charge of ideology) is an 

                                                               
6 source : Cheng Li, "China's top future leaders to watch" , China Leadership Monitor 37 
and 38, 30 April and 6 August 2012 
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Three leading contenders, 
all reformers, did not make 
the cut. 
 
 
 

ally of Hu Jintao.  

Three leading contenders, all of them from the Tuanpai faction and known 
reformers, did not make it to the top body.  The two first ones are young 
enough to still have good chances of rising to the top echelon in the next 
reshuffle. 

- Mr. Wang Yang, 57, the Guangdong party secretary and one of the most 
prominent figures in the reformist faction of the CPC. He brought major 
economic and social reforms to his Province. His liberal "Guangdong 
model" has often been opposed to Mr. Bo Xilai and his "Chongqing 
model".  

- Mr. Li Yuanchao, former Head of the Party Organisation Department 
and currently Jiangsu Party secretary. He is a princeling but has close 
links with the Communist Youth League. 

- Mr. Ling Jihua, 56, who was Chief of the General Office of the CPC till 
August 2012.  He was demoted following the scandal that arose when 
his son died in a car accident while driving a Ferrari. That led to 
questions about the origin of the money and allegations of corruption. 
He was Hu Jintao's most trusted aide but did not even make it to the 
Politburo. 

Analysis 

 

 

The balance of power 
between conservatives and 
reformers remains unclear. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The new leaders will have to 
carry out economic and social 
reforms  

 

For many analysts the line-up of the new leadership of the Party innermost 
circle, the seven-member Standing Committee of the Politburo, appears 
to be dominated by conservatives who will block the needed reforms. On 
the other hand the most charismatic leading conservative candidate, Bo 
Xilai (see annex), who had pioneered in Chongqing a style of governance 
that increased state control and promoted a neo-Maoist ideology, has 
been totally sidelined. And the balance of power within the larger 
Politburo and Central Committee seems to tilt more towards the 
reformers. 

The opacity of the Chinese decision-making process is such that it remains 
hard to say how the new Party leadership will steer the country. Few 
analysts however expect dramatic policy changes.  

The 18th Congress marks the return to the highest level of power of 
several members of the families that fought the communist revolution 
besides Mao Zedong. The "Princelings" believe they have the legitimacy to 
rule China because of their family history. It remains to be seen if the 
population shares the same viewpoint. 

The new leaders will not have an easy task. They have to maintain high 
economic growth while dealing with the limits of the current growth 
model; rebalance the economic model from an export and investment-led 
model towards  higher value manufacturing and increased domestic 
consumption (that  will require developing in parallel a social protection 
system); reduce regional and income inequalities; address endemic 
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The once-in-a-decade 
leadership reshuffle is unlikely 
to open the door for political 
reforms. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Beijing's increasingly assertive 
foreign and security policy will 
continue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Major personnel changes will 
take place again in 2017  

 

 

corruption and abuse of power by party officials  that lead to social unrest; 
take urgent measures to face an environmental disaster in the making.  

There are expectations that the once-in-a-decade leadership reshuffle 
could open the door for political reforms (with Bo Xilai´s ouster the 
conservative radical left faction has indeed lost some influence). This is 
however unlikely in the short term for several reasons. First there is no 
longer a strongman, like Mao or Deng Xiaoping, to take decisions but a 
collegial method of ruling the country.  Major decisions would therefore 
require a strong majority of reformers in the Standing committee, which is 
not the case.  Second the ultimate objective of the Party is to remain in 
power and there is little willingness to change from those who have 
benefitted from the structures and systems in place. The attacks against 
PM Wen Jiabo, who has made several calls for liberal reforms within the 
Party, on allegations that his family accumulated a vast fortune7 could be 
seen as a conspiracy to undermine him and the reformist camp. It could 
also be that hardline leftist political rivals and supporters of Bo Xilai have 
not given up. In any case, it is clear that the core top-level leaders still have 
little tolerance for different voices, opinions or ideologies.    

The new leaders will also have to manage China's rise in the world. 
Beijing's economic power has grown rapidly and its foreign and security 
policy is becoming more assertive. The  Deng Xiaoping strategy to keep a 
low profile in international affairs ("hide your strength, bide your time and 
endeavour to achieve something") has given place in the last few years to a 
new pro-active doctrine more in line with Beijing's emerging military 
capabilities particularly within the East Asian theatre. While the foreign 
policy establishment is keen to see China becoming a respected global 
power in a stable world, the security establishment is driven by different 
objectives. Beijing will need to keep its nationalism under control in its 
dialogue on territorial disputes with its neighbours. In a foreign affairs 
article published on 23 November in the Government newspaper People's 
Daily it is stated that "There will be no change in China's foreign policy which 
focuses on peaceful development. This doesn't mean China will give up its core 
interests, especially on South and East Chinese Seas. China will always be 
responsible for regional stability and peace." 

Finally it is worth noting that he Party's Politburo Standing Committee was 
reduced from nine to seven members, a return to the pre-2002 situation. 
The two posts reserved for the leaders that oversee the internal security 
apparatus and the propaganda were merged into other portfolios. That 
does not imply that the policies of repression will be relaxed. A smaller 
Standing Committee may make it easier to reach consensus on 
contentious issues. The age factor has played an important role in the 
appointments -some analysts say that there is an unwritten party rule that 

                                                               
7 The New York Times reported end of October 2012 that Wen's family controlled at least 
2.7 billion USD accumulated during Wen's time in office 
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favours seniority over competence. Half of the new members of the 
Central committee and fifteen members of the 25-member Politburo are 
above 60 years old, including five members of the Standing Committee 
who are above 65 years old. New and important personnel changes will 
therefore happen again in 2017 as a result of the Party's strict age limits. 
Only two women made it to the Politburo and none to the Standing 
Committee. 

 

ANNEX 

 
 

Mr. Bo Xilai, 63 years old, former Trade Minister and former Party secretary 
in Chongqing, the giant south-western metropolis, is the son of one of 
Mao's revolutionary comrades, a so-called princeling. Some of the most 
characteristic activities of his "Chongqing model" were ´changhong´ (sing 
red songs) and ´dahei´ (campaign against organized crime) to promote 
Maoist-era socialist ethics. Bo Xilai, accused by his critics of populism, also 
launched heavily subsidized pro-poor policies and large social housing 
projects which made him popular among the local population. 

Bo was expected to obtain a seat in the new Politburo Standing 
Committee during the 18th CPC Congress. However, he was dismissed on 
15th March 2012 as Chongqing party secretary and removed from the 
politburo on 10th April 2012, loosing all his political positions. The official 
reason of Bo´s fall as provided by the Chinese government is that he was 
trying to block a corruption investigation into his family.  

His protégé, Chongqing's former police chief Wang Lijun, had sought 
refuge for 24h in the American Consulate in Chengdu city after been 
dismissed by Bo. Wang was apparently worried of being persecuted as he 
held allegedly damning evidence involving Bo and his wife, Gu Kailai, in 
the death of a British businessman. Gu Kailai was arrested as part of the 
criminal investigation and after a one-day trial during which she 
recognized having poisoned Mr. Heywood, was given a suspended death 
sentence. On 28 September 2012, Bo was expelled from the CPC and 
accused of "abuse of power, corruption, bribe-taking and improper relations 
with women". The state news agency said that "Bo's behaviour badly 
undermined the reputation of the party and the country".   

Bo Xilai was challenging the collective leadership through his 
individualistic and charismatic approach but, as important, his left-wing 
radicalism and diehard conservatism diverged from the policies favored 
by the reformist faction.  PM Wen Jiabao even publically commented that 
Bo´s Chongqing model and red culture "could plunge China back into the 
turmoil of Mao´s Cultural Revolution".  

The Tuanpai faction may have wished to remove Bo for long and Wang 
Lijun´s case finally gave them an opportunity. 

 


