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MAIN FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

  As the 70th anniversary of the People´s Republic of China on  
October 1st draws near, the Communist Party is reasserting its claim 
to all-encompassing “virtuous” leadership. The Xi administration has 
completed sweeping institutional reforms of the CCP and state appara-
tus. The reforms have profound implications for all public affairs in China. 

  The full integration of state and party organizations aims to en-
trench the CCP’s monopoly on political power and ideology more 
deeply than before. Discussions on institutional separation of party 
and state (党政分开) belong to the past.

  Top-down decision making is at the core of the new governance 
model. A cluster of powerful central commissions headed by “core 
leader” Xi and his deputies steer the institutional restructuring of the 
governance system, issue policy templates on prioritized and strategic 
issues and combat challenges to CCP rule. 

  CCP rule and ideology are undergoing an unprecedented degree of 
codification in laws and regulations, with the aim of cementing the 
party’s hold on power. In 2018, both CCP leadership and mechanisms 
for tighter political control were enshrined in the Constitution under the 
banner of “law-based governance”.

  Extending the CCP’s social reach is a major policy focus. Ideological 
and propaganda work and the mobilization of party members are being 
intensified to shore up popular support. Campaigns to increase the num-
ber and outreach of CCP party cells are making party work and influence 
an omnipresent force in society at large.

  The centralization of power risks over-reliance on key players. It is 
time-consuming to make sure all cadres and public officials know and toe 
the party line. 

  It remains questionable whether the Xi administration’s new sys-
tem will be more effective than previous ones. Officials have incen-
tives to implement even inappropriate policy from the center as they risk 
their careers by not doing so. A societal backlash remains possible if the 
governance system and government programs do not deliver outcomes 
that satisfy the population’s needs. 
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Xi wants both a 
monolithic CCP,  
and a clean, profes-
sional and effective 
administration

1.  State-party integration drives the new 
governance system

China’s leadership under President Xi Jinping is ramping up efforts to deliver on its 
promises of a “rich and powerful” China, mindful of two major, legitimating anni-
versaries looming – the 70th anniversary of the People’s Republic (PRC) in October 
2019 and the CCP’s own centenary in 2021. The Xi administration is anxious to 
maintain political stability and the CCP’s capacity to govern China; both are pre-
sented as necessities to achieve national material and social goals. It views the 
integration of state administration and CCP organization as the precondition of a 
more efficient governance system. To this end the leadership launched a massive 
structural reform program in 2018, which Xi has declared largely completed.1 

Although Xi’s reforms utilize the CCP’s ideological framework and its insti-
tutions, they also represent a distinctive vision for China. Mao Zedong’s one-man 
rule channeled all political life through the revolutionary party: the administration 
and state apparatus were cut to a bare minimum. After Deng Xiaoping took the 
helm, the CCP took a more backseat role, facilitating the development of a techno-
cratic administration alongside market opening and new social groups. 

Now Xi is returning the party to the fore by rebuilding a centralized, hierarchi-
cal system around himself as core leader. This time, however, the party is to be dis-
ciplined rather than revolutionary. Instead of dismantling the state apparatus, Xi’s 
goal is to make it more efficient and to make it serve the party’s agenda. Xi wants 
both a monolithic CCP, and a clean, professional and effective administration. 

The CCP under Xi believes a unified governance system under tighter party 
leadership and ideological guidance is the optimal set-up to deliver on policies 
to satisfy the population’s needs.2 Their rapid reforms re-set political develop-
ments in a different direction and are more wide-reaching than seen under Xi’s 
immediate predecessors. Under Hu Jintao, the CCP operated a multi-centered 
power structure at Politburo level, which enabled the formation of cliques, sti-
fling cross-departmental policymaking. In economic policy, the Hu/Wen years saw 
unprecedented growth under relatively autonomous local governments reward-
ed for performance, and a wider opening up of the economy. This more output- 
oriented approach came at the expense of loss of central control.

The downsides of local governments with increased autonomy driving eco-
nomic growth and societal opening – in general much praised outside China – were 
further environmental degradation, poor ethical checks on corrupt officials and loos-
er political control by the CCP. This framework is credited with fomenting a large 

number of local protests and the development of a more organized and proactive 
civil society, seen as potentially threatening to sustained CCP leadership. Absent a 
strong and undivided central leadership, so the Xi administration believes, the flip-
side of unchecked economic growth and local autonomy was the development of 
strong interest groups and rampant corruption, leading to inefficient governance, 
poorly coordinated policy, and the lack of important reforms to the legal code.3

Xi’s political program is designed to respond to increasingly complex domes-
tic and international challenges, not least by correcting trends identified as det-
rimental to the CCP’s long-term power and legitimacy. Xi’s appraisal of the most 
pressing dangers to CCP legitimacy are plain in his anti-corruption drive, the ele-
vation of environmental issues to greater prominence, and lately, the shift away 
from chasing “blood tainted GDP” towards a more equitable society.4 This course 
correction draws on the CCP’s ideological legacy and organizational roots, as dis-
played in propaganda campaigns ahead of 1st October. 

Intra-party democracy, which his predecessor Hu Jintao had called “the life 
of the Party”,5 is sidelined by the focus on hierarchical steering and Xi Jinping 
thought.6 The bulky term “Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Charac-
teristics in a New Era” now describes his project to ensure the CCP is capable of 
giving firm yet nimble direction to the government, thereby building its capacity 
for long-term rule. Central to this proposition is a vision of the CCP leadership 
and administrative state bureaucracy fused into one integrated system governing 
China’s polity, economy, and society. It is as much about CCP adaptability and he-
gemony as it is a drive to modernize the state administration.

State-party integration is central to the CCP’s “new era”. The desired out-
come is an efficient administration guided and kept in line by top-level steering 
and supervision, delivering better services and preempting opposition to CCP rule. 
Xi’s institutional reforms since 2013 have brought a step-change in the consol-
idation of CCP rule by transforming its role in government at home and abroad. 
Xi’s “new era” is characterized by centralized top-down governance and by more 
outward-looking strategies. 

Ideologically, Xi’s administration has broken with Deng’s deliberately cautious 
maxim of “crossing the river by feeling for stones” (摸着石头过河) in domestic  
reforms. China’s longstanding embrace of pragmatic gradualism has been replaced 
with a more confident tone and much more ambitious targets such as those  
expressed in the industrial innovation strategy “Made in China 2025”. A similar 
ideological shift can be seen in international relations, where Deng’s low-profile 
principle of “biding time and hiding strengths” (韬光养晦) has given way to bolder 
assertions of the need to protect and project China’s interests.7 
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The decisions of the Third Plenum of the 19th Central Committee in March 
2018 revealed the massive scale of changes to the structure and underlying logic 
of China’s governance system. One year later, on July 5, 2019, Xi chaired a confer-
ence to take stock of progress in state-party integration structural reforms. He 
described institutional restructuring as complete but emphasized that striving for 
greater efficiency and higher performance would be a “never ending task”.8 The 
consolidation of CCP leadership throughout China’s administrative institutions 
would deliver modernized governance, he said.

2.  Top-level design gives direction to the 
lower levels

The crucial centerpiece of efforts to streamline the party-state governance ap-
paratus and processes is the concept of top-level design (顶层设计), a term bor-
rowed from systems engineering. In the Chinese political context, it stands for 
standardized blueprints to solve issues within an entire system by defining that 
system’s structure and processes. It marks a departure from fragmented policy 
making. Furthermore, it is intended to ensure unified implementation of central 
government-level policy so the core leadership’s policy programs can guide prior-
ities throughout the entire system. Political reform needs to move top-down, so  
decisions serving as standardized top-level designs create prescriptive policy 
frameworks for all party cadres and state officials. 

2.1  STEERING CAPACITY GROWS WITH THE CONCENTRATION OF 
POLITICAL POWER

The CCP core leadership has increased its capacity to steer policy at all levels by 
recentralizing and concentrating power. The shift is visible in the increased num-
ber of key central policy committees chaired by Xi and other Politburo Standing 
Committee members. Eight CCP commissions have been put in charge of crucial 
decision-making steps in all major policy fields (see exhibit 1). They form a “core 
executive” that defines strategic and general policy programs for implementation 
at all levels. Xi has effectively created a system in which fewer leaders and organ-
izations are shaping more of the political process. 

The “core executive” 
Commissions chaired by Xi Jinping
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Sources: Party-state media reports

* to be confirmed

Chinese English
Start 
date

Chair Deputy Chair(s)
Head of 
Office

Comments

中央财经
Finance &  
Economy

1980
Xi 

Jinping
Li Keqiang Liu He

Upgrade to a com-
mission after 19th 

Party Congress

中央外事

工作
Foreign Affairs 1981

Xi 
Jinping

Li Keqiang Yang Jiechi
Upgrade to a com-
mission after 19th 

Party Congress

中央全面

深化改革
Comprehensively 

Deepening Reform
2013

Xi 
Jinping

Li Keqiang,  
Wang Huning,  

Han Zheng

Wang 
Huning

Upgrade to a com-
mission after 19th 

Party Congress

中央国家

安全
National Security 2013

Xi 
Jinping

Li Keqiang,  
Li Zhanshu

Ding 
Xuexiang*

Founded as  
commission

中央网络

安全和信

息化

Cybersecurity & 
Informatization

2014
Xi 

Jinping
Li Keqiang,  

Wang Huning
Zhuang 

Rongwen

Upgrade to a com-
mission after 19th 

Party Congress

中央全面

依法治国

Commission for 
Comprehensive 

Law-based  
Governance

2017
Xi 

Jinping

Li Keqiang,  
Wang Huning,  

Li Zhanshu

Guo 
Shengkun

Upgrade to a com-
mission after 19th 

Party Congress

中央军民

融合发展

Integrated Military 
and Civil  

Development
2017

Xi 
Jinping

Wang Huning,  
Han Zheng

Han 
Zheng*

Founded as  
commission

中央审计 National Audit 2018*
Xi 

Jinping
Li Keqiang,  
Zhao Leji

Hu Zejun
Founded as  
commission

Exhibit 1
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Today, the most important organization for strategic policymaking is the 
Central Commission for Comprehensively Deepening Reform (CCCDR). Established 
as a “leading small group” in late 2013, its original task was to coordinate the 
implementation of the political program outlined during the Third Plenum of the 
18th Central Committee.9 It has since evolved into a permanent organization to 
oversee Xi´s priority policy projects, including party building and the completion of 
the PRC’s so-called first centennial goal, to “build a moderately prosperous society 
in all respects” by 2021.10

The CCCDR handles a wide range of issues, dealing with matters of strategic 
relevance rather with a particular level or type of project: 

  very specific policies, e.g. the ban on foreign garbage imports 
 arriving mostly from developed nations 

  big local projects such as the classification of Hainan as a free trade zone
  guiding opinions, for instance on the social security system. 

The commission’s importance to Xi is visible in his active chairmanship, with meet-
ings held roughly every six weeks. The CCCDR has reviewed and passed more than 
400 policy documents, mostly dealing with structural reforms, and political pri-
ority issues (see exhibit 2). They were predominantly policies for reform of the 
CCP, state administration and social governance, or macro-economic and financial 
issues (e.g. fiscal and economic planning, financial system reform). 

Documents adopted by the CCCDR have a strategic and agenda-setting role. 
They are typically either “opinions” (意见) or “plans” (方案), types of policy docu-
ments that delineate general targets and set the official line for policy making and 
implementation across specialized departments and local governments. 

However, the efficiency of a powerful executive organ such as the CCCDR 
comes with a caveat. Chinese scholars have pointed out, that the top-steered 
governance system, concentrated in leading small groups and commissions, risks 
crowding decision-making at the top, creating new bottlenecks that lead to slug-
gish decision-making at lower levels.11 Already, feeling the limits of increased 
central steering, some local officials are asking for more leeway in legislating at 
sub-national levels. 

2.2  CCP SWALLOWS GOVERNMENT BODIES TO STREAMLINE THE 
PUBLIC SECTOR

The institutional reforms initiated at the 2017 Party Congress and unveiled six 
months later at the 19th National People’s Congress (NPC) in March 2018, were 
extraordinary in their scope, and impact on procedural matters.12 Technically, 
they took place within a conventional framework as part of the usual five-yearly  

Exhibit 2

Source: CCP (2019). Conferences of the Commission on Comprehensively Deepening Reform.
http://www.12371.cn/special/zyqmshggldxzhy19/. Accessed: September 11, 2019.

©
 M

ER
IC

S 

Government reform is the dominant theme 
 Documents issued by China’s most important strategic policy-making commission

5%

25%

10%

30%

15%

35%

20%

40%

0%

Government r
efo

rm

Eco
nomy and finance

CCP re
fo

rm
 and m

oderniza
tio

n

Socie
ty

 and public
 se

rvice

Urbaniza
tio

n, ru
ral a

nd re
gional is

su
es

Le
gal s

ecto
r a

nd su
pervisi

on

Ideology, p
ropaganda, cu

ltu
re

Enviro
nment

Scie
nce

 and te
ch

nology

Sta
te

-o
wned ente

rpris
es

Inte
rnal s

ecu
rit

y

Inte
rnet a

nd in
fo

 te
ch

nology

Natio
nal s

ecu
rit

y and so
vereignty

Infra
str

uctu
re and energy

Milit
ary

37%

31% 30%
27% 26%

21%
20%

13%

10%
7%

5% 3% 3%
2% 1%

  Share of documents mentioning 
respective terms



MERICS | Mercator Institute for China Studies | 7CHINA MONITOR | September 24, 2019

reorganization of State Council organs at the start of the NPC. However, the 2018 
changes were not routine; they streamlined institutions and tightened CCP con-
trol of personnel decisions throughout government.

According to official media, the reforms reassigned or abolished the respon-
sibilities of 1.8 million posts in 31 organizations within ministries and their satellite 
bodies. State media reported that Xi involved himself personally in the passing of 
190 policy documents on structural reforms. This serves to underscore his priori-
ties as a leader determined to override bureaucratic resistance.13

Most important was the decisive change in the relationship between CCP 
organs and government bodies. The institutional integration of state and party is 
visible across the board. Organizations with similar tasks were merged to stream-
line the bureaucracy and eliminate widespread duplication. All mergers led to 
absorption by the CCP apparatus, integrating the affected state administrations 
under party authorities (see exhibit 3). 

Crucially, offices dealing with human resources and organizational resource 
allocation – for instance, the Civil Service Department – were absorbed by CCP or-
gans. The National Academy of Governance, the main training and research insti-
tution for middle and lower levels officials was institutionally relocated under the 
Central Party School, which trains leading cadres. The same logic was applied to 
media oversight and information management administrations, and management 
of social groups and minorities.

Three state agencies – one ministry and two bureaus dealing largely with 
corruption – were fused together into the NSC. At the same time, the constitu-
tionally mandated NSC was institutionally co-joined with the CCP’s top discipli-
nary body, the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection (CCDI), creating a  
party-state superagency.14

Under CCDI leadership, the joint agency now exercises supervisory control 
over all party cadres and public personnel.15 The NSC’s functions include: 

  investigating corruption and abuse of power,
  checking on the implementation of central directives and strategic policy 
  checking on the “correct” political and ideological orientation of all party 

 and public actors. 

In 2018, it sanctioned 135,000 officials, as well as half a million party members.16

The integration of party and state is visible across the board
Mergers of central state organizations under the CCP

Source: CPC (2018). 中共中央关于深化党和国家机构改革的决定  (CPC Central Committee Decisions on  
Deepening Party and State Institutional Reform). http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2018-03/04/content_5270704.htm.  
Accessed: September 11, 2019. 
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Exhibit 3

State Council Chinese Communist Party (CCP)

Ministry of Supervision  
(监察部)

Absorbed by National Supervision  
Commission (国家监察委员会)

Bureau of Corruption Prevention  
(国家预防腐败局)

Absorbed by National Supervision  
Commission (国家监察委员会)

State Office for Public Sector Reform 
(中央机构编制委员会)

Reorganized under the  
CCP Organization Department  

(中共中央组织部)

Civil Servant Department  
(国家公务员局)

Reorganized under the  
CCP Organization Department  

(中共中央组织部)

National Academy of Governance  
(国家行政学院)

Merged with the Central Party School  
(中央党校)

State Administration Of Press, Publication,  
Radio, Film and Television  

(国家新闻出版广电总局)

Absorbed by the  
CCP Publicity Department  

(中共中央宣传部)

State Ethnic Affairs Commission  
(国家民族事务委员会)

Leadership transferred to  
CCP United Front Department  

(中共中央统一战线工作部)

State Administration for Religious Affairs  
(国家宗教事务局)

Reorganized under  
CCP United Front Department  

(中共中央统一战线工作部)

SC Overseas Chinese Affairs Office  
(国务院侨务办公室)

Reorganized under  
CCP United Front Department  

(中共中央统一战线工作部)
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The 2018 reform documents are clear about the symbiotic relationship  
between “party rule” and “state administration”: they state that “the party leads 
on everything.” Discussions on institutional separation of party and state (党政分

开) belong to the past; by contrast, today’s maxim says the opposite. It celebrates 
the CCP steering all political processes. 

The party must therefore establish system-wide capabilities and mecha-
nisms to exercise leadership over all important matters. Placing all responsibilities 
that are strategic and political in nature under party offices is central to Xi’s reform 
package. The combination of state-party integration and top-level design stitches 
the CCP’s leadership functions into the entire administration. 

Public office in Xi’s new era combines administrative responsibilities and  
political duties towards the party under the “one post two responsibilities” (一岗

双责) system.17 The entire public sector – which includes unions, social organiza-
tions, and universities – requires CCP leadership and active support of party work 
from its leading personnel. 

To sum up, the Xi administration’s 2018 reforms and political-ideological 
program herald a strategic shift of administrative oversight and decision-making 
powers towards the CCP apparatus. It has been achieved by merging leadership 
positions in all public offices under CCP personnel, and by codifying state-party 
integration within China’s constitution, legislation, and procedural regulations.

3.  “Law-based governance” cements CCP rule

Law-based governance (依法治国) is now a key term in China’s political discourse, 
where it is seen as an important source of legitimacy, along with more efficient 
governance. It is worth remembering that the Ministry of Justice and modern legal 
system emerged relatively recently, in 1979, as Deng era innovations, rather than 
at the founding of the PRC. The Xi administration has taken steps to intensify the 
structural bias that ensures the legal system and political-legal organs functions 
as support for the CCP.

Changing China’s constitution in 2018 was a key step. The amended Article 1 
enshrined the leadership of the CCP as the defining feature of socialism with 
Chinese characteristics. In doing so, it set the “constitutional foundation” for the 
re-integration of state and party and required all actors to support party leader-
ship and implement the key policies set out by the CCP.18 

Further changes have operated at both the legal and normative levels. In 
January 2019, the CCP Central Committee passed the Political-Legal Work Direc-
tive, which stipulates the “absolute leadership of the CCP” over all political-legal 
affairs. This stipulation covers not just legislation, but all the work of the judiciary, 
law-enforcement and security organs. The directive states that all political-legal 
work is now directly supervised by the party center and General Secretary Xi, and 
declares safeguarding “political security” a major task. It makes explicit the sta-
bilizing role that law-based governance occupies in upholding the political sys-
tem.19 This is also reflected in fresh laws and regulations restricting the scope of 
public debate and civil society engagement, especially the national and cyberse-
curity-related laws that helped to institutionalize a more repressive governance 
regime.

The establishment of law-based governance (依法治国) encompasses not 
only all judicial and executive institutions but also the party’s internal discipline 
supervision structures. A stricter disciplinary regime helps ensure that every cadre 
and public official acts within the confines of laws and regulations and contributes 
to top-level plans. But law-based governance does not mean the subjugation of 
the CCP to the law. Rather, it writes party leadership and norms into the law, and 
thus institutionalizes the party line within China’s overall legal regime. 20 Legal and 
regulatory reforms serve to make changes in the governance system permanent 
and cement CCP leadership.

Placing all respon-
sibilities that are 
strategic and political 
in nature under party 
offices is central to 
Xi’s reform package
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3.1  STEERING LAW-BASED GOVERNANCE FROM THE TOP

Establishing law-based governance is a major strategic policy goal that requires 
its own organization within the CCP´s revamped core executive. This is the Com-
mission for Comprehensive Law-based Governance (CCLBG). It is tasked with mac-
ro-level steering of law-based governance, embracing both the legislative agenda 
and practical reforms that ensure law-compliant public administration. 

The CCLBG outranks the party’s pre-existing Central Political-Legal Affairs 
Commission (CPLAC), which remains in charge of supervising the day-to-day work 
of the judiciary, law-enforcement and security organs.

The CCLBG’s first meeting set out the official legislative agenda which was 
then adopted by the NPC, demonstrating how the party has taken firm hold of 
steering changes to China’s legal and regulatory framework. 

In late May 2019, the commission published a reform blueprint for law-based 
governance and a list of performance indicators to monitor its implementation, 
aimed at local governments in particular.21 The CCLBG addresses issues that have 
attracted public criticism and which the Xi administration has pledged to tackle: 
examples include improving public service provision, environmental protection and 
scientific assessment of and public participation in important local policy or infra-
structure decisions.22 It also targets issues of legal uncertainty, ineffective en-
forcement of laws, abuse of power, rent-seeking and inadequate public services. 

The CCP also views administrative reforms as an important part of establish-
ing law-based governance.23 Since 2013, the central government has implement-
ed a set of reforms to delegate power, streamline administration and optimize 
public services, which also entails publicizing so-called “power lists” (权力清单), 
that map out administrative competencies, procedures and fees so citizens and 
enterprises know their rights and what requirements to fulfill. In the judicial sec-
tor, solutions encompass reforms of court financing; the use of digital technolo-
gies to increase the consistency and transparency of adjudication; strengthening 
the normative coherence of laws and regulations; and broader official channels 
for citizens to challenge state authorities and their decisions.24 The goal is that 
increased transparency should make judicial and government actions more pre-
dictable, minimizing the room for corruption and abuse of power.25 

Moreover, the CLBG has set out to solve long-running challenges in policy 
implementation and enforcement of laws and regulations. Its latest documents 
call for the speedy establishment of a nationwide monitoring system and in-
creased sanctions, with the social credit system at its core.26 

Xi has pushed forward the establishment of the social credit system as an 
important component of the new governance model. The rating system, which 
tracks compliance with laws and regulations, applies to citizens, public institu-
tions, enterprises and social organizations. It documents violations and triggers 
sanctions whose cross-departmental reach maximizes their impact on offenders. 
The social credit system is seen as having a key role in law enforcement, making 
it a supporting pillar for the judicial system.27 It adds another layer of control for 
public institutions by tightening the disciplinary net throughout the political sys-
tem, business, and society.

3.2  “RULING THE CCP BY LAW” MEANS STRICTER STANDARDS FOR 
CADRES

Ruling the country “by law,” requires changes to party governance too, so that 
CCP members operate under clear rules and regulations. The CCP leadership has 
therefore made the codification of party rules an important objective, replacing an 
internal culture of vague rules with more predictable and transparent procedures. 
“Ruling the CCP by law” has become a new ideological maxim. 

In February 2018, a five-year program of revision to internal party regula-
tions was approved to coordinate this effort through a systematic regulatory 
framework.28 It has produced numerous organizational and disciplinary regula-
tions to curb the behavior of party members, especially the rampant corruption 
at local levels. It has also made party representation and ideology in all aspects of 
society mandatory, laying foundations for expansion into all sections of society. 
Comprehensive new rules deal with the establishment of party cells, cadre eval-
uation standards, disciplinary sanctions, ideological training and work regulations 
for party institutions. 

CCP rules ensure that all levels of cadres adhere to top-level design. For in-
stance, “Regulations on Seeking Instructions and Reporting on Important Mat-
ters” list a wide range of issues where decision-making power rests with the 
party’s central authorities so officials must seek instructions higher up. Report-
ing requirements also empower the CCP leadership to check the contributions of 
lower level actors.29

Xi has pushed for-
ward the establish-
ment of the social 
credit system as an 
important compo-
nent of the new 
governance model
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4.  The CCP wants to lead “on everything” as 
it reaches deeper into society

The CCP has promoted calls for a symbolic return to the roots of the party and 
nation. Ideology and propaganda play an ever-greater role in strengthening the 
CCP’s legitimacy and shoring up societal support as social tensions fueled by ris-
ing inequality and environmental pollution have dampened support for the CCP in 
recent years. 

Relying on its well-established strengths of ideology and organization, Xi is 
relentlessly pushing the CCP’s message and its organizational reach deeper into 
society and beyond the formal administrative apparatus. To this end, a canon of 
“Xi Jinping Thought for Socialism in a New Era” has been designed to guide party 
work and mobilization, and to act as a moral and ethical framework for society at 
large. 

In late 2018, a leading small group headed by Politburo Standing Committee 
member Wang Huning kicked off the “Stay true to the founding mission” edu-
cation campaign (不忘初心、牢记使命”主题教育). The group is charged with 
educating CCP cadres at all levels in line with canonical Xi Jinping thought, and 
synchronizing party work from the top level down to community level.30 The stat-
ed goal is to recharge the CCP’s ideological awareness, reinstate its moral status 
and legitimacy as ruling party, and deepen its social reach via the CCP’s vast or-
ganizational network.

Party-state media presents the CCP as an organization of sound moral vir-
tue, and professional capabilities. Arguably, the original claim to all-encompassing 
normative leadership and its position as sole representative of societal interests 
was – at least partially – set aside in the first decades of reform and opening. Un-
der Xi, the narrative has been revived, casting the CCP as the only valid agent of a 
bright future and a just society. Gradually, the CCP is reasserting its influence over 
all spheres of society. This aspiration is embodied in the line “Party, government, 
army, society and education – east and west, south and north, the party leads on 
everything” (党政军民学，东西南北中，党是领导一切的), that was written into 
the 2017 CCP Constitution.31 

4.1  “SOCIALIST CORE VALUES” PROMOTE A COMMON MORAL 
FRAMEWORK

To counteract the moral vacuum blamed for causing social woes, the CCP has 
promulgated a formalized common moral framework, plus an ideological canon pro-
moting CCP values and programs as the best, and only acceptable, route to social 
development and stability. During the decade of President Hu Jintao and Premier 
Wen Jiabao (2003 – 2013), the split between party ideology and general popular 
culture became visible. “Harmonious Society” (和谐社会), a concept the CCP pro-
moted in the mid-2000s, tried to address tensions fueled by inequality and unsus-
tainable development. Under Xi, the CCP has surfaced 12 “Socialist Core Values” 
(first introduced in 2012 and continuously promoted since), as a framework to 
preempt criticism of the CCP’s social hegemony.32 By defining common values and 
promoting broad identification with them through propaganda, the CCP is staging 
a linguistic and ideological return to proclaiming the “congruence of interests” of 
the party, state and the people. Unsurprisingly, this is coupled with calls to unite 
behind the party. This “pan-moralist aspiration”33 is a pushback against criticism 
of the CCP – both internal party and societal criticism – as an actor with its own 
distinct interests that had crept into the more pluralistic debates of recent years.34 

The 12 socialist core values are defined and their application laid out in party 
documents and regulations, underscoring again the importance of codification as 
a way to consolidate party leadership. More importantly, lawmakers and courts are 
required to align the formulation of laws and regulations and their application in 
jurisprudence with the ideological concepts and the party governance objectives 
within the 12 core values. The Supreme People’s Court has published guiding cas-
es to steer lower-level courts towards the correct considerations in adjudication. 
Clearly, the 12 values have a close connection with law-based governance.35 As a 
means to ideologically align society in general, the 12 socialist core values are also 
a legitimizing tool for private enterprises in political trouble. 

4.2 PARTY MEMBERS ARE MOBILIZED AS MULTIPLIERS

The CCP’s 90 million members, organized nationwide in more than four million 
party cells, remain its most important resource for reaching out to society. All for-
mally recognized organizations, including private companies, with more than three 
CCP members are required to form party cells (called party committees, general 
branches or branches depending on their size). 

Xi is relentlessly 
pushing the CCP’s 
message and its  
organizational 
reach deeper into 
society
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The CCP has increased its efforts to strengthen ideological education and 
awareness, both among officials and the general public. Party members are being 
scrutinized to a degree unprecedented since Mao’s time. Candidates for member-
ship are subject to tough requirements, and ongoing evaluation of their perfor-
mance as cadres. In addition, their ideological state (意识形态) and ethical con-
duct (作风) are scrutinized, even off duty. Cadres must attend regular monitored 
study sessions, and use study progress tracking apps such as  Xuexi Qiangguo   
(学习强国), which includes Xi’s speeches and theoretical comments in games and 
scored tests. 

Information control in the form of centrally coordinated and uniformly de-
signed training for cadres and officials, and broad, omnipresent propaganda cam-
paigns, has become the hallmark of Xi’s China. 

Under Xi, deepening the party’s organizational reach and messaging within 
the private sector and civil society has become an important goal. To this end, new 
regulations in November 2018,36 reiterated the requirement to establish party 
cells in all organizations. If there are less than three CCP members in an enterprise 
or social organization, they must link up with established CCP branches within the 
same field. Such groups should function as transmission belts to align general 
development with policy goals and ensure compliance with laws and regulations.

China now has around 4.6 million party cells embedded in party and state 
organs, private firms, associations, and social enterprises (see exhibit 4). Their 
level of activity and influence is extremely varied, depending upon size, location, 
and their host organization’s political relevance. Overall, they demonstrate that 
CCP organization has deep social penetration, which suggests the plausibility 
of its new ambition to steer the whole of Chinese society. According to Xinhua 
news agency, at the end of 2017, some 61 percent of all social organizations,  
73 percent of non-state-owned enterprises, and 95 percent of public institutions 
had established party cells. 

The intention is to ensure “congruence of interests” (i.e. the subordination 
of diverging interests to the party line) and fight any critical views of the party’s 
leadership. Central CCP programs serve as guides and reference points for the po-
litical-ideological work officially mandated in the bureaucracy, which is also being 
increasingly pushed in civil society and private business. While the actual effect in 
non-public organizations most likely varies, the current campaign doubtless aims 
to extend CCP influence over civil society and private actors, ending the signifi-
cant autonomy of the Hu and Wen era.

Exhibit 4

Source: CPC (2019). 2018年中国共产党党内统计公报 (2019 CPC Internal Statistics 
Report). http://cpc.people.com.cn/n1/2019/0701/c419242-31204440.html.  
Accessed: September 19, 2019.
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5.  “New era” governance spotlights CCP 
leadership 

Governance in Xi’s “new era” means the CCP leadership closely guides policy mak-
ing and the party ensures discipline and directs ideology. While this may seem like 
nothing new, there has been a step change: the CCP both dominates the political 
agenda, as in the past, and now also runs daily politics around policy implemen-
tation and supervision. This change has made the role of support agency to the 
party leadership played by the State Council organs, the NPC and the judicial sys-
tem even more pronounced. The new set-up allows the CCP to take ownership 
of initiatives that benefit the people. However, the CCP is also more exposed to 
critique and societal backlash when initiatives fail. And despite tight control not 
all critique, including internal, can be silenced. 

CCP-led governance is meant for the long term

Enshrining the CCP’s leadership role in the PRC’s constitution showed that the 
changes were intended to be permanent. Xi’s ambition is to ensure the continuity 
and modernization of the party state through a stronger, disciplined, and more ef-
ficient CCP-led governance model. He has not met any open resistance among the 
political elite to his ambition to advance the integrated party state as a durably 
unified governance model. If the new set-up fails to deliver on the envisioned po-
litical goals, minor corrections – such as opening new avenues for policy feedback –  
could be implemented without demanding a structural overhaul of the system.

Foreign organizations are increasingly exposed to the official CCP script

State-party integration first and foremost follows an internal party logic and ad-
dresses a domestic agenda. Nonetheless, with party cells gaining greater power 
than in the past, foreign organizations in China will have to be more mindful of 
the official CCP script, especially in their co-operation with Chinese counterparts. 
They are likely to find themselves compelled to follow it, amplifying the need to 
consider and manage commercial or reputational risk. With the rollout of the Social 
Credit System, which includes foreign entities in China, ideologically motivated 
CCP governance and regulation has become something every person and busi-
ness in China needs to be acutely aware of.

Centralization risks over-reliance on key players 

Top-level centralization of authority risks creating inertia in the system, for sev-
eral reasons: 

  It is time-consuming to monitor the growing number of performance indica-
tors, enforce stricter supervision and reporting, and make sure all cadres and 
public officials know and toe the party line. 

  The high value placed on compliance means officials have incentives to imple-
ment “bad” policy when it comes from the center as they risk their careers by 
not doing so.

It is therefore questionable whether the Xi administration’s new system will be 
any more effective than the previous one in key respects: first, it may not achieve 
the desired course-correction towards more efficient governance; second, it may 
prove insufficient to secure the wider strategic goal of securing the CCP’s long-
term monopoly on political power and ideology. 

A societal backlash remains possible if the governance system and govern-
ment programs do not deliver outcomes that satisfy the population’s needs. Given 
the intense centralization of power, the new system created a “key person risk”. 
Oversight runs top-down in the supervision system, CCDI and the new NSC. The 
answer to the question “Who watches the watchdog?” always is “The next lev-
el up.” As one moves up the ladder, the “next level up” becomes an ever-smaller 
group of organizations and people. Ultimate supervisory power is vested in the 
small elite at the central level, and Xi himself.

A societal backlash 
remains possible 
if the governance 
system and govern-
ment programs do 
not deliver out-
comes that satisfy 
the population’s 
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