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Political and Social Stability in 21* Century China

Historical Background

Political and social stability has been a key issue in China for the past two
centuries. The story begins in the early 1800s, when the Qing Dynasty — the last in a two
thousand year succession of mandates from heaven — was headed towards a century-long
decline. For 200 years prior, China had flourished. Its population skyrocketed on the
wings of improved living conditions, brought about by the development of more
advanced agricultural technology and the introduction of sweet potato, a particularly
nutritious and cost-efficient crop. However, this population boom had its downfalls.
China did not have the markedly Western tradition of primogeniture, in which the oldest
soninheri t ed al | o f anlsomopcitiaswdrealividedamdng@ntar sons as
they passed from generation to generation. As a result, the size of properties became
smaller and smaller over time, causing agricultural productivity to become less and less.
Soon, a large landless laboring class emerged, drifting from place to place. Hordes of
landless men with nothing to do and nothing to lose proved to be a big problem for
political and social stability in 19* century China.

The only way to rise up the social ladder during the Qing Dynasty was through
the imperial exam system (Gao Kao). Exams were held once each year, offering

thousands of hopeful young Chinese men a path out of perennial poverty and into the
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elite ruling class. The Gao Kao covered all the Confucian classics, and preparation
involved years of rote memorization. The score that a young man received on his Gao
Kao determined the rest of his life: a top score gained him entry into the Qing Court and
the elite class as a government bureaucrat, a high score ensured him a prominent job as a
local official in his home province, and a mediocre or low score relegated him to life of
poverty and hardship. While many were lucky enough to achieve a high score and
capture a spot in the elite class, many more failed to do so, left to simply wither away in
the poverty and hopelessness that characterized most other classes of society. By the mid-
19" century, frustration towards the exam system among the many youth who had not
received a high score had built up and become apparent in Chinese society. China began

to feel the initial rumblings of a revolution.

The Taiping Réellion (18391864)

The Taiping Rebellion arose from the fusion of frustrations towards both the imperial
exam system and the overwhelming poverty of the times. It began with a small group of
disillusioned Christian converts in southern China and eventually resulted in the bloodiest

L civil war in human history. Based in Nanjing, the
Extent of the Taiping Kingdom

: " Taiping (“Heavenly Kingdom” &
' e M ,, of followers — mostly frustrated young people with
RWao 1 Tt :&{Jw neither property nor prospects. In response, the

o _uw - Qing gave provinces increasing fiscal autonomy

.
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wen) i gnd authorized local armies to be formed under
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regional warlords to fight the rebels and preserve the peace. Although the Qing
eventually was able to put down the Taiping Rebellion, the suppression effort led to
increased fiscal and military decentralization in regional provinces that eventually hurt
the imperial court. Warlords became extremely powerful, and a crumbling and corrupt
central government eventually buckled to its knees against the pressures of social

instability and political regionalism.

The May 4" Movement

May 4™, 1919 has prevailed as a defining moment in the history of Chinese
activism. While older intellectuals had traditionally led the effort in critiquing those in
power and proposing reforms on the basis of new ideas, university-age students and
young faculty increasingly began to take the forefront by the early 20™ century. As a
result of the overdue reform efforts proposed to the Qing during the late 1800s, many
students had been sent overseas to study abroad, in an effort to learn Western technology
and methods while preserving traditional Confucian values. What resulted was a massive
import of Western ideas — socialism, nationalism, and democracy — into the Chinese
psyche. On May 4™ 1919 — for the first time ever — young Chinese intellectuals and
activists took to the streets, armed with new ideas and a newfound hunger to effect
change. They staged a

May 4th Protest

massive demonstration in

Tiananmen Square in

Beijing, the




Heavenly Peace” anec€hirese empkiorttd peotesawhat thep me
perceived as an injustice levied upon China: at the Versailles Peace Conference that
ended the Great War, the United States and other allied powers had given control over
Shandong, a key coastal province directly south of Beijing, to Japan. This demonstration
set off a firestorm of protests and publications that swept across all of China. For the first
time, social and political stability was threatened not by foreign encroachment or regional
warlords, but by ordinary students and young people. Mass politics had reached China.
The Cultural Revolution

At the end of WWII, Mao Zedong launched a long-simmering Communist
rebellion into a full-fledged revolution against the National Government. By 1949, China
was under the rule of Mao& Communist Party. A decade later, Chinese politics had
reached a point in which Chairman Mao was universally venerated in the Chinese
Communist Party as a supreme leader who could do no wrong. The CCP had been
through a series of existential crises over the past few decades 1 including the Shanghai
Massacre of 1927, the Long March of 1934-35, and the Civil War against Chiang Kai-
shekds Kuomint ang ifam Maoevas at therhelm for enostlofatiBg
1949, when the CCP defeated the KMT and unified Mainland China under one flag, Mao
Zedong Thought had become the dominant ideology within the CCP and Chairman Mao
himself was seen as the founding father of the Chinese nation.

However, despite his virtual omnipotence, Chairman Mao nonetheless became
afflicted with a tendency that can only be characterized as deep political paranoia. He

guarded his position at the top of the party with determination and ruthlessness. He saw
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political opposition when there was none, disloyalty that did not exist, and a huge
conspiracy against him that was the product of his own imagination.
Il n May 1966, Mao | aunched the Cultural Re
control of the party. Mao purged most of the Long March generation i the center corps of
hardcore CCP members who had built up the party with him over the past several
decades. In an effort to ensure that no threat could be made against his omnipotence, Mao
engulfed the entirety of Chinese society and brought social stability to its knees.
Banking on the blind loyalty of millions of youth across China, Mao transformed
what was at first a student movement into a nation-wide campaign to purge the country of
all reactionary elements. Over the next few years, moderate politicians, authors,
musicians, educators, and activists were systematically hunted down, publically
humiliated, and brutally subjected to physical violence.
Students were told to cast down traditional authority and fight against Confucius
influences. Libraries and places of learning were ransacked, while temples and religious
sites were destroyed. High school teachers and college professors were beaten in the
street s. For more than three ygoathnslitasfr om 196
blindly loyal to his cult of personality i held Chinese society hostage to violence and
instability. Even Mao eventually recognized the disruption that his Cultural Revolution
had caused and e v-eaniqallfdrRed Guards to gollosvidto thieX i a

countryside and learn from peasants peacefully.
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Current Status
Regional Disparities and Economic Inequality

It is no secret that China is in the midst of an unprecedented journey of economic
growth. Because of its rapid GDP growth, high trade volumes, and impressive appetite
for consumption, many observers have declared that China is on the fast track to
reclaiming great power status. However, some are beginning to wonder whether this
unique development model, hinged on high GDP growth, is sustainable or not. Social
tension caused by regional disparities and increasing economic inequality threatens to
topple an increasingly fragile development regime. Protests in both rural and urban areas
are gradually increasing in numbers, possibly revealing a portent of more widespread and
serious social crises to come.

The numbers are troublesome. Regional disparities and the widening gap between
urban and rural well-being have reached alarming levels. According to a 2005 report
compiled by researchers for the United Nations Development Program (UNDP)', overall
income inequality has increased by more than 50 percent since 1990, with the rapid GDP
growth of the past two decades only making the inequality worse. The benefits from
Chi na’ sconongccige Imte overwhelmingly and disproportionately been gathered
by the nation’”s urban dwell ers. Urban i ncome
ones, while those living in urban areas enjoy life expectancies up to ten years longer than
those of farmers toiling away in rural areas. Chinese leaders have repeatedly recognized

the need for social stability to continue Ch

! http://hdr.undp.ora/en/reports/nationalreports/asiathepacific/china/china 2005 en.pdf
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Urban and Rural Life Expectancy by Province in 2000
Social Stability

In a report by the Council on Foreign Relations, author Esther Pan, citing
statistics released by the Chinese Ministry of Public Security, asserts that protests in
China had increased from 58,000 in 2003 to 74,000 in 2004, involving almost 4 million
Chinese citizens.” The number of public order disturbances increased to 87,000 in 2005 —
a 6.6 percent increase from 2004.

Some observers say that these numbers foreshadow an inevitable crisis in Chinese
society, while others contend that they simply indicate an increased willingness of
Chinese citizens to express their discontent with their leaders. Still others dismiss these
statistics as a reflection of the fact that Beijing is simply allowing more reporting of these
protests that have long existed. Regardless of differences in assessment, there is an
emerging consensus among political observers that protests are growing in numbers,

effectiveness, and social acceptance. A survey within the UNDP report from 2005

2 http://www.cfr.org/publication/9425/#p6
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revealed that more than 80 percent of Chines
income distribution is inequitable.

With social unrest on the rise, many are wondering if a tipping point will ever
come: will China soon find itself afflicted with
widespread social upheaval? The government has
taken a variety of measures in recent years to
reduce regional imbalances and economic
inequality, reflectin ease Chin
social tensions and a cognizance of the potential
crisis that hand. Pre

a0’ s emph

on creating a “harmon has repl a

the political slogans of the 1980s and 1990s Chinese President Hu Jintao

regarding private enterprise, economic growth,

and “getting rich”. Hu a n dursded asarigpyrofe d ecessor ,
initiatives like investing in remote regions and eliminating agricultural taxes. A huge

challenge for the CCP in coming years will be to further pursue effective initiatives

aimed at continuing economic growth and stifling social turmoil , so t hat a f i nal

point” that sends China over the edge never

Migrant Workers
A major focus when dealing with the issue
than 200 million migrant workers. According to a report by the Chinese Farm Workers

Research Group of the State Council, migrant workers make up more than 30 percent of



the total labor force in many central and western Chinese provinces. The majority of
migrant workers who originate from these provinces head eastward towards the major
cities where the rate of employment and the average income are high. In cities like
Beijing, Shanghai, Zhejiang, Guangdong, and Tianjin, most migrant workers work in
sectors such as manufacturing, construction, and service. The average migrant worker in
China is about 28 years old and has no more than a junior high school education. The
overwhelming majority of migrant workers are introduced to their urban jobs through
social connections rather than through job agencies or other mediums of formal
recruitment.

A fundamental problem within the issue of migrant workers is how they are

treated within Chinese society.

ERAR FRAF

Whether it is in the areas of
employment, working conditions,
quality of life, or education for
their children, migrant workers are
often the victims of unfair

treatment and discrimination. Most

Migrant Workers crowd urban areas in China

cases of discrimination start with the household registration system (HRS). Without an
official urban household registration, rural migrant workers cannot enter the official
employment system in a city. Furthermore, many migrant workers frequently move
across many administrative districts searching for jobs, thereby exacerbating their

problems by not having the chance to enter into long-term local residential registration



system. Because of this, migrant workers are often not able to establish stable contractual
relationships with the people and companies they work for. This results in rural migrants
engaging in the most exhausting and dangerous work in cities, without the protection of
established labor regulations. Additionally, migrant workers often receive only half or
less than half of the pay received by their urban peer workers. According to data from the
National Statistics Bureau, the average monthly wage for rural migrants in 2004 was only
539 renminbi while it was 1339 renminbi for urban workers.” Delayed salary payments to
migrant workers reached 100 billion renminbi by the end of 2003, and 72.5 percent of
migrant workers experienced some form of delay in their salary payments.

Migrant workers are covered neither by unemployment insurance nor by health
insurance provided by the government. Just to move into urban areas, they have to pay
various fees to capture temporary residency and work permits which range from 500 to
1000 r en mi buldenhed with these Y1ardships, all the while working seven day
work weeks, 15 hour work days, with mandatory overtime, in poor working
environments, and engaging in high risk activities on the job. Furthermore, without

per manent r es i fdrenigranyworkers to engr thdii cliilirdn mto thet

education systems of the cities they’'re

charged higher fees than their peers, and fees in urban schools are much more expensive

than those in rural ones.

® http://www.clb.org.hk/en/node/100259
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Questions to Consider:

1. What lessons can we learn from the historical precedents of protest and social
instability?

2. Will the current paradigm of economic development (rapid GDP growth) be
sustainable in the future? What other options does China have?

3. Whatwi | I t hose who have been excluded from
choose to do? How does (or should) China cater more to their interests?

4. What initiatives targeted at economic inequality can China pursue to prevent an
eventual “ti ppi nmstaglioyifremthdppeting?war ds soci a

5. How do we reform the household registration system so that migrant workers are
treated equally?

6. How does China gain the cooperation of urban employers to improve the wages
and working conditions of migrant workers?

7. How can we reform our urban education system to smoothly and fairly

incorporate children of migrant workers?
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CCP Standing Committee Member Bios
(Ranked according to official CCP records)

1. Hu Jintao (Chair & Dias)
- Party and State Positions
0 President of the People's Republic of China
A Head of State
0 General Secretary of the Central Committee
0 Chairman of the Central Military Commission

2. Wu Bangguo
- Party and State Positions
0 Chairman of the Standing Committee of the National People's Congress
A Chief Legislator (equivalent to the Speaker of the US House of
Representatives)
- Native of Anhui province
- Rose to prominence as party chief of Shanghai
- Previously Vice Premier under Li Peng and Zhu Rongji from 1992-2003
- Promoted to Standing Committee by President Jiang Zemin soon before his
retirement in 2003

3. Wen Jiabao
- Party and State Positions
0 Premier of the State Council
A Head of Government and the Chinese cabinet
- Native of large port city of Tianjin, one of four provincial-level municipalities in
China (along with Beijing, Shanghai, and Chongqing)
- Climbed up the bureaucratic ladder during early work in Gansu province
- Worked closely with former Party General Secretary and Premier of the State
Council Zhao Ziyang
0 Was present with Zhao Ziyang at the 1989 Tiananmen Square Protests
- Vice Premier under Zhu Rongji from 1998-2003, specializing in agriculture and
finance
- Nickname is "the people's premier" because of his visible role at home and abroad
- Lauded widely for his policy responses to the SARS and swine flu health crises,
as well as the Sichuan Earthquake

4. Jia Qinglin
- Party and State positions
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0 Chairman of the People's Political Consultative Conference
A Largely ceremonial
Promoted to Standing Committee by President Jiang Zemin soon before his
retirement in 2003
Formerly held positions as Party Secretary of Fujian Province and Mayor of
Beijing
Native of HeBei province

. Li Changchun

Party and State positions

0 Head of Propaganda
Native of the large port city of Dalian, in Liaoning province
Formerly held positions as Party Secretary of Shenyang, the capital city of
Lionning, and Governor of Liaoning
Later served prominently as Party Secretary of Guangdong province, where he
was notable for economic reform initiatives and lauded for high economic growth
Promoted to Standing Committee by President Jiang Zemin soon before his
retirement in 2003

. Xi Jinping
Party and State positions

0 Vice President of the PRC

0 Secretary of the Central Secretariat of the CCP

0 President of the Central Party School of the CCP
Emerging leader in the 5t generation of CCP leadership
Considered part of the emerging princeling class of Chinese politicians

0 Son of the prominent CCP veteran Xi Zhongxun
Formerly held position as Governor of Fujina province, where he was notable for
economic reform initiatives and efforts to attract investment from Taiwan
Also served as Party Secretary of Zhejiang province and Party Secretary of
Shanghai
Notable for having a spotless political track record
Since promotion into Politburo, very prominent roles in preparation of 2008
Summer Olympics, disaster relief in the wake of the Sichuan Earthquake, and
diplomatic visits to foreign countries
Some characterize him as pragmatic, and open to alternative views regarding
economic and even political reforms
Native of Beijing
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. Li Keqiang

Party and State positions
0 First Vice Premier of the State Council
A Wen Jiabao's top lieutenant, specializing in macroeconomic
management, price controls, development, and finance
Emerging leader in the 5™ generation of CCP leadership
Formerly served as Governor and then Party Secretary of Henan province, as well
as Party Secretary of Liaoning province
Worked closely in past years with Hu Jintao, as leaders of the Communist Youth
League
Lauded for strong economic performance in Henan
Native of Anhui province

. He Guoqiang

Party and State Positions

0 Secretary of the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection

A Anti-corruption and malfeasance body within the CCP

Native of Hunan province
Formerly Party Chief of Chongqing, a major city in central China and one of four
provincial-level municipalities in China (along with Beijing, Shanghai, and
Tianjin)
Formerly head of the Organization Department of the CCP

0 As one of the key agencies of the Central Committee, it controls all

personnel assignments at every level of government and industry

. Zhou Yongkang

Party and State Positions
0 Secretary of the Central Political and Legislative Committee
A Oversees all state security forces, including the People's Armed
Police
Native of Jiangsu province
Spent most of career in oil sector, culminating in a position as Minister of Land
and Resources in the late 1990s
Formerly served prominently as Minister of Public Security from 2002-2007
0 Known as a hardliner during his tenure at the MPS as well as his time as
Party Secretary of Sichuan Province, where he cracked down on Tibetan
independence supporters
0 Initiated efforts to reform China's police system, aiming to instill more
professionalism in the People's Armed Police



10.

Sent by President Hu Jintao to Xinjiang in the aftermath of the July 2009 Urumqi
riots

Bo Xilai
Party and State Positions
0 Recently elevated to the Standing Committee by President Hu Jintao (for
the purposes of NUMUN) in the wake of senior CCP official Wang
Qishan's illness
0 Adhoc position: Vice Premier of the State Council, specializing in foreign
affairs and commerce
Emerging leader in the 5™ generation of CCP leadership
Considered part of the emerging princeling class of Chinese politicians
0 Son of Bo Yibo, a prominent CCP veteran and one of the Eight Immortals
of the CCP
0 Imprisoned with his family for five years and sent to a labor camp for an
additional five years during the Cultural Revolution
Rose to prominence during his tenures as Mayor of the large port city of Dalian
and Governor of Liaoning province
0 Lauded for strong economic performance in Dalian
Denied promotion on several occasions despite his popularity, including being
denied a seat in the party's central leadership in 2003, following the retirement of
President Jiang Zemin.
Two decades of service as a local official in Liaoning finally ended when
President Hu Jintao came to power and appointed him Minister of Commerce in
Premier Wen Jiabao's cabinet
Minister of Commerce of the PRC between 2004-2007
Fluent in English and lauded for his good performance in trade talks with the
United States
Party Secretary of Chongqing 2008-2010
0 Cracked down on organized crime and corruption in a prominent struggle
against organized crime as Party Secretary of Chongqing
Accused by some of having an overly "liberal" outlook, while lauded by others as
a model of the new archetype of charismatic and open-minded Chinese
government leaders
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