POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS

China’s political regime is best categorized as authoritarian, one in which decisions are made by political
elites — those that hold political power — without much input from citizens. Leaders are recruited through
their membership in the Communist Party, but personal relationships and informal ties to others are also im-
portant in deciding who controls the regime. However, this authoritarian regime has the same problem that
emperors of past dynasties had — how to effectively govern the huge expanse of land and large population
from one centralized place. As China has moved away from a command economy toward a market economy,
this centralization has become even more problematic in recent years. As a result, a major feature of eco-
nomic decision-making is now decentralization, or devolution of power to subnational governments. Local
governments often defy or ignore the central government by setting their own tax rates or building projects
without consulting the central government.

The political framework of the People’s Republic of China is designed to penetrate as many corners of the
country as possible through an elaborately organized Chinese Communist Party (CCP). As in the old Soviet
Union, party personnel control government structures. Unlike the Soviet Union, however, the CCP also in-
tegrates its military into the political hierarchy. Political elites are often recruited from the military, and the
head of the Central Military Commission is often the most powerful leader in China.

THE CHINESE COMMUNIST PARTY (CCP)

Despite the many changes that China has experienced in recent years, the Chinese Communist Party is still
at the heart of the political system. The party bases its claim to legitimacy not on the expressed will of the
people but on representation of the historical best interests of all the people. Society is best led by an elite
vanguard party with a superior understanding of the Chinese people and their needs (democratic central-
ism).

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE CCP

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) is organized hierarchically by levels — village/township, county,
province, and nation. At the top of the system is the supreme leader (Deng Xiaoping’s phrase was “the
core”), who until 1976 was Chairman Mao Zedong. The title “chairman™ was abandoned after Mao’s death,
and the head of the party is now called the “general secretary.” The party has a separate constitution from
the government’s Constitution of 1982, and its central bodies are:

 National Party Congress — This body consists of more than 2000 delegates chosen primarily from
congresses on lower levels. It only meets every five years, so it is obviously not important in policy-
making. It usually rubberstamps decisions made by the party leaders, although in recent years it has






