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Key findings and conclusions:

  The number of members of the Chinese Communist 
Party (CCP) has doubled in the past 30 years to nearly 
90 million. Membership rose by 26 percent from 2005 to 
2016 alone.

  At the same time, the membership structure has 
changed significantly. The growing heterogeneity and 
social spread of party membership reflects the increasing 
individualization of the Chinese society in terms of life-
style, education and wealth.

 

  Since 2013, party leadership under Xi Jinping has signif-
icantly curbed the influx of new members in an effort to 
reinforce the CCP‘s function as an elite, disciplined leader-
ship organization in politics, society and the economy.

  The CCP also built up 1.8 million grassroots organiza-
tions in the private sector and in foreign companies in 
less than a decade. The penetration of the “new social 
strata“ – private entrepreneurs, self-employed in the ser-
vice sector, employed professionals – is progressing slowly, 
however. 

  While party leaders vehemently claim organizational 
unity and political solidarity, the party base is becom-
ing increasingly diverse in terms of its social structure, 
political interests and ideological preferences. As of yet, 
party leadership has covered up this gap through the con-
sistent enforcement of their decision-making authority and 
preventing the participation of the party members in the 
intra-party decision-making process.
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Figure 4: The CCP is becoming more elitist
Share of di�erent professional groups 

Centralized leadership – heterogeneous party base
Changes in membership of the Chinese Communist Party

©
 M

ER
IC

S

Source: Figure 1: Central Organization Department of the CCP and National Bureau of Statistics of China; Figure 2,3,4: Central Organization Department of the CCP

Figure 1: Number of CCP members increases rapidly
Declining growth rates from 2013
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Figure 3: The party is aging 
Share of di�erent age groups in the CCP (2005, 2010, 2016)
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Figure 2: Recruitment of new members slowed down after 2013
Applications for membership and admittance of new members (2005-2016)
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1. Introduction 

In the upcoming fall, the 19th Party Congress will face criti-
cal decisions about who will move up into the top leadership 
 circle of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) alongside Gen-
eral Secretary Xi Jinping. Analyses of leading personnel and 
power constellations in the party are undoubtedly important. 
 However, to properly assess the prospective political devel-
opment of China, we should also look at the CCP membership 
structure, which has changed considerably in the past decade. 
The number of CCP members increased strongly, the social 
composition of the party base changed, and the party contin-
ues to strengthen its presence in private businesses and the 
civil society. 

Under these conditions, how effective are calls from the 
party leadership for organizational unity and solidarity among 
the party members? Can Xi Jinping reliably mobilize the par-
ty base for his political agenda? In an effort to answer these 
questions, this MERICS China Monitor looks at how the mem-
bership structure of the CCP has evolved over the years.

Membership structure began to change even before Xi 
Jinping became the General Secretary of the CCP in 2012. 
The party leadership desired this change: in times of pro-
found  societal shifts it wanted to include a wider range of 
interests in the party base. The recruitment of new mem-
bers from  different social strata was also aimed at increasing 
the acceptance of the party within society. However, not all 
changes to party membership met the expectations of the 
party‘s  leaders. From their point of view, the rapid quantitative 
growth has brought about a deterioration of quality and disci-
pline of the party members. Many new members joined mainly 
for career reasons, attended party meetings irregularly, and 
were  indifferent to political and ideological guidelines of the 
leadership. Some even exploited administrative and economic 
networks to their own advantage. 

When Xi Jinping took office in 2012, the party was 
shaken by a series of scandals and intrigues. Therefore, the 
strengthening of the discipline among party members and the 

 rejuvenation of the party organization have become Xi’s main 
concerns. He initiated various measures to reinforce the par-
ty‘s role as an elitist and disciplined organization with a lead-
ing position in politics, society and the economy. He also want-
ed to regain the trust of the broad population. Directly  after 
Xi took office, the party drastically limited the influx of new 
members. Xi attempted to correct undesirable development 
by tightening control mechanismsparty members had to reg-
ister again and undergo training in Marxist doctrine. Political 
and ideological controls in higher education were intensified. 
Leading cadres of the party were subjected to harsh discipli-
nary measures.
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Source: Central Organization Department of the CCP
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2.  Structural transformation of 
the CCP membership 

How has the membership of the CCP developed in the past 
decades? The statistics published annually by the Central 
 Organization Department of the CCP reveals some significant 
shifts. 

2.1  DOUBLING OF TOTAL MEMBERSHIP WITHIN 
THREE DECADES    

From 1985 to 2016, CCP membership has doubled to nearly 
90 million, which corresponds to 6.5 percent of the population 
(see Fig. 1). The number of members rose by 26 percent from 
2005 to 2016 alone. In terms of membership, the CCP is by 
far the largest communist party of all time. Currently, it is the 
second-largest party in the world, after the Bharatiya  Janata 
Party in India (which claims to have more than 100 million 
members). An average of 20 million people per year apply for 
membership to the CCP. Only about one candidate in eleven is 
accepted. 

2.2  THE CCP IS BECOMING MORE ELITIST

Traditionally, the CCP was a union of workers and farmers, 
much like any communist party. The massive growth in mem-
bers has changed the structure of the party.  

The share of the traditional core clientele has dropped 
steadily – from 43.2 to 37 percent between 2005 and 2016 
alone. At the same time, the proportion of party members with 
a university degree rose from 16.9 to 45.9 percent. Compared 
to the year 2000 (21.1 percent), the proportion of universi-
ty graduates doubled by 2016. In 2012, it exceeded that of 
blue-collar workers and farmers (40 vs. 38.3 percent) for the 
first time. It should be noted however, that in the population 

INFOBOX: THE PATH TO CCP MEMBERSHIP 1    

There are many reasons and incentives to become a 
 member of the Chinese Communist Party. Political and 
 ideological belief in objectives, statutes and the lead-
ership of the CCP are essential for many. For others, the 
 potential for access and advancement makes a member-
ship  attractive – particularly in government-related areas 
(public  administration, state-owned enterprises, banks, 
etc.). 

Anyone who wants to be a party member, however, 
needs a great deal of patience. Admission takes two to 
three years on average and follows a five-step process. 
Each candidate (minimum age: 18 years) must present an 
impeccable CV and provide evidence that he or she is part 
of the “vanguard“ (先进分子) of Chinese society. In addi-
tion, positive references from one‘s social environment 
are essential. The organization departments of the party 
in charge of member recruitment inquire about the char-
acter and conduct of the candidates among their circle of 
friends and acquaintances. The party expects its members 
to live a model life in terms of the party rules.

The five-step procedure in detail:

1) Written application: First, the candidates place a request 
with the local party cell. In their application, they have to ex-
plain their interest and motivation in joining the CCP. Within 
one month, the responsible party cell sends a contact  person 
to the candidate to outline the rest of the process. 

2) Acceptance as a candidate: As soon as the party cell ac-
cepts the application, the candidate must provide a  detailed 
curriculum vitae as well as information on their family, their 
social connections and the political background of their par-
ents. At the same time, the party cell appoints two party 
members to act as mentors.

3) One-year preparation period: The two mentors su-
pervise the candidate during the preparation period.  
At the same time, the candidate must, at a minimum, 
complete a three-day course (e.g. at the party school). 
 Furthermore, they must present a reflective report (思想

汇报) on Marxism-Leninism, the guidelines of the CCP, as 
well as current political developments every three months. 

Meanwhile, the responsible party cell verifies the can-
didate‘s information in the curriculum vitae as well as 
their political commitment and beliefs. To do this, the 
party interviews at least eight colleagues, neighbors and 
 acquaintances of the candidate.

4) Official acceptance process: It is only after the candi-
date has passed this review that they can officially apply 
for party membership (入党志愿书). To do so, they must fill 
out a form and name two guarantors (入党介绍人) (usually 
the two mentors). A superior party organization reviews 
the application in three to six months and conducts an 
 interview with the candidate. If the organization accepts 
the admission, the candidate is registered, sworn in, and 
begins a trial membership. Members have to pay between 
0.5 and 2 percent of their net income annually as a mem-
bership fee. 

5) One-year trial membership: If there is no breach of 
party discipline or law, official membership is granted after 
one year.
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as a whole the proportion of farmers has also dropped steadily 
as a result of urbanization and industrialization. 

2.3 THE PARTY IS AGING  

The age structure of CCP members has also changed. While 
the proportion of members under 35 years of age increased 
slightly, from 23 to 25.4 percent between 2005 and 2016, the 
proportion of members over 60 years of age went up from 23 
to 26.9 percent (see Fig. 3). The changes in the middle age 
group between 35 and 60 are even more significant: this co-
hort was long considered the core group of the party. It is still 
the largest, however, its share sank from 54 to 47.7 percent 
between 2005 and 2016 (i.e. from 38.2 million to 42.6 million 
members).

The rise in numbers of younger members can be ex-
plained by the recruitment strategy of the CCP, which is aimed 
at rejuvenation; the increase in members over 60 has its roots 
in the demographic development. In comparison to the general 
demographic change in China, the proportion of party mem-
bers over 60 is expected to continue to increase faster than 
that of young members below 35.2

2.4 INFLUX OF “NEW SOCIAL STRATA” STAGNATES  

The CCP’s penetration of the new social strata – private en-
trepreneurs, self-employed in the (knowledge-based) service 
sector, employed professionals – has progressed slowly since 
2005. The influx of this heterogeneous group is vanishingly 
small and is increasing only slightly.3 In 2005, it amounted to 
11,000 (of 2.4 million new party members). In 2016, that value 
was 14,000 (of 1.91 million new members) (see Fig. 5 and de-
tailed section 4.2).

2.5 SLOWLY INCREASING PROPORTION OF WOMEN  

Since 2005, the proportion of women in the CCP has ris-
en slightly, from 19.2 to 25.7 percent in 2016. However, the 
appeal of the party for women appears to remain low in the 
face of poor potential for promotion – or the party is not mak-
ing enough effort to recruit them (see Section 5 for details). 

3.  Risks of structural change for 
the CCP

In internal discussions, the party increasingly rejects the 
growing diversity of the base. The development is no longer 
considered as a positive pluralization. Rather, it is viewed as 
threatening the monopoly position of Marxist ideology and 
increasing the social rift within the party.4 

3.1  INFLUX OF YOUNG UNIVERSITY GRADUATES 
CHALLENGES THE MONOPOLY OF MARXISM

Since 1981, the party has pursued the recruitment of young, 
educated elites – students and academics – in an effort to 
 rejuvenate and professionalize the party membership. The 
 intention was to gradually replace older and less educated 
party members (often revolutionary veterans) with younger 
members who can cope with the complex economic reforms. 
Doubts on this policy, however, are being raised in party 
discussions after a decades-long, massive influx of young 
 academics. The reason for this is that is has proved to be diffi-
cult to educate young party members ideologically. To some of 
them, Marxist ideology has lost its monopoly character. Highly 
educated academics feel attracted to the ideas of free market 
economy, democracy, and rule of law. They tend to question 
the “official ideology.“5 Hence, some of China’s party veterans 
perceive the collapse of the Communist Party of the Soviet 

Union (CPSU) as a warning sign of what can happen to a par-
ty when more and more young students and academics are 
 included as members .6 

3.2  THE DECLINE IN THE NUMBER OF CORE MEM-
BERS WEAKENS THE IDENTITY OF THE PARTY  

The continuous decline in the number of workers and farmers 
in the party has several causes. In the course of the privati-
zation of state-owned enterprises, millions of people lost not 
only their jobs, but often their connection to a party organiza-
tion as well. The newly formed private sector employs mainly 
farmers and migrant workers, who are mobile, but no longer 
have a proper sense of home. 

For a long time, Chinese party theorists have feared a 
weakening of the party’s identity. The CCP always considered 
itself as the “vanguard of the working class“ (party constitu-
tion). China’s constitution defines the People‘s Republic as 
“a  socialist state, led by the working class and based on the 
alliance of workers and farmers.“ Hence, the progressive dis-
appearance of the traditional working class is not compatible 
with the propagandized self-understanding of the CCP. 

For some years now, a split in the party base between 
 so-called CCP nostalgics (毛粉) and CCP pluralists (自由派) 
can be observed.  These two camps are mainly distinguished 
by their attitude towards and judgement of Mao Zedong. 
The nostalgics, usually those who lost out in the economic 
 reforms,7 wish for a comeback of the Mao era. The  pluralists, 
on the other hand, favor a party that does not insist on its 
power monopoly. The leadership tries to push back both 
camps because it fears that both may weaken the party by 
the extreme views they stand for. Websites of these groups 
were often censored and public events restricted. The nostal-
gic camp split into two factions in 2012: the moderate sup-
porters of the pro-Mao camp distanced themselves from the 
party leadership. They hope to set up a “new political force,”8 
whereas the other sub-group wants to continue to “clean up 



MERICS | Mercator Institute for China Studies | 6CHINA MONITOR | August 16, 2017

the party,“ “fight American imperialism,“ and stay on the “path 
of socialism.“9 

The party leadership is now faced with the dilemma that 
it cannot support either group – neither the CCP nostalgics 
(because that would be interpreted as a dissociation from the 
reforms initiated by Deng Xiaoping), nor the CCP pluralists. As 
long as the two camps do not conspire against the party lead-
ership with its 650,000 leading cadres as the backbone of the 
political system, the split poses no danger. It only weakens the 
loyalty of the base against the party leadership. In the long 
term, however, it threatens the stability of the party and the 
system.

In terms of ideology, the CCP has tried to counteract by 
replacing the classical Marxist class theory with the concept 
of the  “Three Represents“ and by opening up to “progressive 
forces“ of society between 2002 and 2012 – even to its former 
class enemy, private enterprise.10 However, the fact that the 
majority of these sought-after groups remains distant from 
the party has caused the leadership to reconsider (see Sec-
tion 4). In his speech on the 95th anniversary of the party in 
2016, Xi stressed he wanted to lead the CCP back to its origins 
as a Marxist-Leninist party and build on the founding spirit of 
the CCP (“不忘初心, 继续前进“).11 At the same time, the CCP 
broadcast a commercial titled “Who Am I“12 on the party-state 
station CCTV. The ad presented simple party members – like 
an ambitious student, a hard-working maid, a selfless doctor 
and a dutiful village chief – but not the political and economic 
elites of the party.

3.3  INCREASING SOCIAL SPREAD ESCALATES THE 
SENSE OF SOCIAL INEQUALITY 

One concern that comes up repeatedly in internal party de-
bates is the growing gap between old and new party members, 
which goes back to differences in the level of education (well 
qualified/university degree vs. low qualified/middle school 
level), employment (knowledge-based vs. labor-based) and 

the place of employment (city vs. countryside). Large income 
differences compared to the academically and professionally 
trained party members have created a feeling of inequality 
among the long-time, often less educated members.13

The unequal distribution of wealth has also exacerbat-
ed the gap between party members. During the reform era, 
some communist party members like Wang Jianlin (founder of 
the Wanda Group), Ren Zhenfei (founder of Huawei) and Ren 
Zhiqiang (real estate tycoon) have accumulated wealth in the 
hundreds of millions, even billions of Chinese Yuan, while more 
than nine million workers in state enterprises lost their jobs as 
a result of privatization.14 This extreme inequality and the as-
sociated redistribution of political resources within the poses 
at least two hazards from the point of view of Chinese party 
researchers: First, the race for power and resources among 
leading members becomes harder. Second, the long-serving 
members from the traditional core groups feel marginalized. 

To illustrate the problem, the Chinese political scientists 
Zhu Yuwei and Xiang Zeng divided the party members into 
five strata:15 

  Leadership: leading cadres in the party and government 
organizations of all levels. They define the rules.

  Business elite: managers in state-owned enterprises 
and owners of private firms that have access to economic  
resources and good relations with the ruling elite. They 
have great influence.

  Educational elites: leading intellectuals, professors, 
 opinion leaders, etc. They have influence on policy and the 
party – on the condition that the two above-mentioned 
strata accept their advice.

  So-called “bystanders”: employees, skilled workers and 
teachers. Their influence is limited to voting/consenting to 
the party line.

  Lower class: impoverished farmers, former employees of 
state-owned enterprises, migrant workers and others who 
have no say.

If we compare member statistics from 2016 with this strata 
model, the fifth layer makes up 66.2 percent and the fourth 
layer 25.2 percent of the party.16 This means that more than 
90 percent of the party members have no significant political 
influence.

According to Zhu Yuwei and Xiang Zeng, the increasing 
centralization of political power and economic resources has 
favored the formation of cliques in the first and second stra-
ta of the party. Their goal is to expand and secure personal 
privileges. This could escalate the struggle for power and re-
sources. There is concrete evidence of patronage-networks 
and intra-party clique formation in the Xi era. For example, 
proceedings were initiated against the former member of the 
Politburo‘s Standing Committee, Zhou Yongkang, patron of the 
state-owned oil industry, as a part of Xi‘s anti-corruption cam-
paign. Another example of the factional clique formation is the 
former head of the Central Committee, Ling Jihua. Evidently, he 
established a “regular association of executives from central 
and regional party and business circles, who met regularly to 
negotiate on the award of political offices and lucrative eco-
nomic activities.“17 

From the perspective of the two researchers, the low-
est two strata feel pushed to the margins. Their trust in the 
highest levels of party leadership is shaken and their loyalty 
to the party leadership has weakened. This also becomes evi-
dent in the increasing passivity of a lot of party members and 
in their refusal to engage in the party. After taking office, Xi 
Jinping resorted to methods from the Mao era to counteract 
this problem. This includes the so-called “mass line“ (群众路

线). Party members were asked not only to work as a silent 
model vis-à-vis the “masses,“ but to represent the positions of 
the party proactively and to collect, to combine and articulate 
the interests of the “masses.“  
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4.  A new strategy against the 
 risks of structural change

4.1  THE NEW RECRUITMENT STRATEGY SINCE 2012

In 2016, some 20 million people applied for membership in the 
CCP. In the same year, 1.91 million new party member books 
were issued. It is interesting that the number of newly regis-
tered party members increased every year between 2005 and 
2012, but has decreased since 2013 (see Fig. 2). 

The reason clearly lies in the realignment of recruitment 
policy since Xi Jinping took office. Even before Xi came to pow-
er in 2012, the party leadership had recognized the steady 
increase in new members (which reached the proud mark of 
three million per year in 2011) as a potential risk. At that time, 
Xi was responsible for the expansion of the party in the Polit-
buro and served as President of the Central Party School. It is 
likely that slowing down the recruitment of new party mem-
bers was always a part of his agenda, which is focused on re-
organizing and consolidating the party. 

Party leadership curbed the influx of new members in an 
effort to reinforce the CCP‘s function as an elite, disciplined 
leadership organization in politics, society and the economy. In 
the party document “Position on Strengthening Recruitment 
and the Management of Party Members in the New Situation“ 
(关于加强新形势下发展党员和党员管理工作的意见) published 
in early 2013,18 the Central Organization Department estab-
lished for the first time an annual fixed growth rate of 1.5 
percent until 2022. In 2016, the rate was even lower at 0.8 
percent, which shows that membership growth is being re-
stricted even more than required. There were 1.3 million fewer 
members accepted than in 2012 (3.23 million). 

The above-mentioned party document is the revised ver-
sion of a document from 2004, which addressed the control 
of growth of party membership but did not make any concrete 
recommendations. The documents also differ in their view of 
recruiting “representatives of new social strata.“ In 2004, the 

party dedicated a section to that subject, but there was no 
mention of it in 2013. Evidently, the Organization Department 
gave up on its “proactive” recruitment course. 

A second document attests to this change of direction. 
In June 2014, the party revised the “CCP Working Regulations 
for the Admission of Party Members“ (中国共产党发展党员工

作细则). Since then, the focus has included “purity“ as a politi-
cal criterion, in addition to the “vanguard“ condition. Applicants 
must believe in Marxism and Socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics and “voluntarily practice the Socialist value system.“19 

4.2  THE DILEMMA OF THE CCP IN DEALING WITH 
THE „NEW SOCIAL STRATA“ 

The CCP has made a claim to be represented in the new social 
strata: at the 16th Party Congress in 2002, the party opened 
up to private entrepreneurs20 and began the rapid expansion 
of party organizations into the so-called “non-governmental 

sector.“21 On the basis of the available figures, it seems clear 
that the CCP has considerably expanded its influence in these 
areas. Between 2006 and 2016 alone, it increased the num-
ber of party organizations in the private sector and foreign 
companies nine-fold, to 1.8 million (see Fig. 6).

However, when you compare these numbers with the 
increase in members from the “new social strata,“ there is ev-
idence of an extremely uneven development. The party start-
ed to build up organizational units in the non-governmental 
sector relatively early, but achieved only weak penetration in 
this area (see Fig. 5). The main reason for this lies in the fact 
that the newly founded party organizations consist mainly of 
old members, who were already in the party before their job 
transition to the private sector. 

There are other reasons why the recruitment of party 
members from new social strata has been slow: according to 
internal party polls in Guangdong Province, representatives of 
the “new social strata” generally have an above-average in-
come, and high levels of education. As a result, they have a 
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Source: Central Organization Department of the CCP *Associations, non-profits, foundations and unions 

party organizations in total (in thousands)

private companies with party organizations (in thousands)

social groups* with party organizations (in thousands)

2009

3,792

438
27

2011

4,027

983

54

2013

4,304

1,627

115

2016

4,518

1,855

289

Figure 6: The CCP has massively expanded its presence in the non-governmental sector
Distribution of party organizations (2009-2016)
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greater awareness of their individual rights and place great-
er emphasis on social justice. They are professionally mobile 
and less tied to a fixed location. They feel very connected to 
their homeland – but not necessarily to the CCP.22 They are very 
willing to cooperate politically, but they are drawn more to the 
People‘s Congress or the Chinese People‘s Political Consultative 
Conference (which is accessible to non-CCP members) than to 
the party.23

Many long-time party members are also skeptical about 
the acceptance of new elites as they see large social differ-
ences as dangerous to the CCP. Evidently, the elites from 
the private sector do not trust the CCP, either. In a survey of 
grass-roots organizations of the party in Shanghai, more than 
two-thirds described their relationship with entrepreneurs as 
“tense.“ Their attempts to reach out to entrepreneurs often 
encountered refusal or rejection.24 

The party leadership is aware of the dilemma, as is made clear 
by the change in the recruitment rate. The document on re-
cruitment work from 2013 does not mention “new social stra-
ta“ anymore. Instead, the United Front Work Department of 
the CCP is to integrate these new strata more actively.25 They 
set up an office for “new social strata” in July of 2016 that is 
responsible for the relationship between the CCP and private 
companies.26 The party hopes to better manage the relatively 
inconsistent group and better integrate it into the existing struc-
ture. Even if the party has so far not officially announced that it 
has given up recruitment of the new strata, the shift in priorities 
is already visible. The party is not paying as much attention to 
the topic like it did up until 2012, during the reign of President 
and General Secretary Hu Jintao and Premier Wen Jiabao.

5.  More women in the party – but 
no chance to advance

For women, the appeal of the party appears to remain low 
in the face of poor promotion prospects, or the party is not 
making enough effort to recruit them. Only a quarter of par-
ty members were women in 2016. This is despite the fact 
that the CCP has had its eye on increasing the number of 
women since 1995. Back then, the UN World Conference on 
Women took place in Beijing, and China established gender 
equality as state policy. A document from the Central Or-
ganization Department in 2001 made this step concrete.27  
It prescribed increasing the number of women among new 
party members by one to two percent per year. At the same 
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Leading CCP bodies

Politburo

Secretaries of provincial
party committees

Standing members
of provincial party
committees
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Figure 7: Chances for promotion are slim for women
Gender distribution in top positions in party and state bodies (July 2017) women men 
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time, the document specified a target of at least one woman 
in each governing body of party committees, people‘s con-
gresses and the political consultative conferences, as well as 
one woman in the county, city and provincial levels of govern-
ment. Only half of the governing bodies in the central govern-
ment must meet this requirement.

When looking at the distribution of top posts, it becomes 
clear that career opportunities for women in the party and 
state are still poor. The ratio of men to women there is nine or 
ten to one at best. Take the party committees in the provinces, 
for example, where there are 29 women and 290 men (see 
Fig. 7). There are two women (Liu Yandong and Sun Chunlan) 
and 23 men in the Politburo. There has never been a woman 
in the Standing Committee of the Politburo. The same is true 
for the 31 party secretaries of the provinces. The government 
positions are no different. At the management level of the 
provincial governments, there are 14 women and 187 men. 
Two women have made it to the position of provincial gov-
ernor: Xian Hui in Ningxia and Bu Xiaolin in Inner Mongolia (as 
of 2017). In the rank of minister, there are 16 women (among 
161 men); one woman sits in the inner cabinet of the State 
Council. The proportion of women in the Central Committee of 
the Party Congress actually went down from 10 to 8.8 percent 
compared to the Party Congress.

Since 2012, the All-China Women‘s Federation has called 
for a gender quota instead of specifying a concrete number of 
women for the governing bodies of the party and state.28 Be-
cause, in practice, the requirement of at least one woman was 
treated mostly as an upper limit. Also, there are no sanctions if 
even this minimum requirement is not met. 

So far, however, the demands of the Women’s Federation 
have fallen on deaf ears. Cheng Li, analyst at the US-based 
research institute Brookings predicts that little will change 
at the upcoming 19th Party Congress.29 There were too few 
women available on the party’s middle management level who 
could actually qualify to be elected into one of the governing 
bodies in the CCP.

6.  What do the changes mean for 
the party leadership?

From the point of view of the current party leadership, the 
changes to the membership structure of the CCP documented 
in this study have led to diverse signs of organizational decay. 
For this reason, the party has tried to shape the membership 
based on its own specifications, curb the growth in members 
and ensure improved quality and stricter discipline within the 
party organization. 

Measures to discipline the party organization under Xi 
Jinping – from the active fight against corruption, to ritual 
self-criticism, to public declarations of loyalty – have at least 
temporarily  stabilized the party and restored an image of  unity. 

The disciplinary measures will not be sufficient to cover 
the pluralization of the grassroots as well as the widening gap 
between the party base and its leadership. When it comes to 
important intra-party decisions, Xi Jinping and his associates 
rely on unilateral strengthening of the party hierarchy, not on 
increasing participation of the party base. This tension could 
contribute to intra-party conflicts in the context of domestic 
political and economic crises. 
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