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Summary

Under the rule of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), China has experi-
enced changes in both the basis of its political legitimacy and the structure 
of its military. Scholars have detailed many of the changes in the nature 
of CCP rule and the People’s Liberation Army (PLA). However, few have 
attempted a theoretical analysis that might illuminate how changes in the 
state’s legitimacy could affect its military’s performance. In this report, we 
seek to contribute to the study of this important topic. We hope to answer 
such questions as: How has the CCP’s political legitimacy evolved? How 
have changes in the CCP’s political legitimacy affected the PLA? What do 
changes in politics under Xi Jinping mean for the PLA? How might Chi-
na’s political legitimacy evolve in the future, and what might this mean 
for the PLA?

Through our analysis of major political developments in China since 
1949, we argue that there has been a link between the state’s political legiti-
macy and the PLA’s development and use of military power. Many factors 
have affected the PLA’s evolution and the way it performed on and off the 
battlefield, including international influences, leadership decisions, and 
other factors. We posit that political legitimacy might be an important—but 
overlooked—factor. In particular, we identify the CCP’s legitimation strate-
gies that attempted to balance promises of material and ideational benefits 
to China’s citizens. We argue that these strategies directly affected the mili-
tary’s development and performance. However, the strength of those strate-
gies could wax or wane over time, which could, in turn, affect the military. 
For example, during the Mao Zedong era, an impoverished and devasted 
China nonetheless saw the CCP rule with an astonishingly strong sense of 
political legitimacy through Mao’s personal charisma and the appeal of the 
party’s communist ideology. This legitimacy, which we call revolutionary 
charisma legitimacy, emphasized the qualities of militant enthusiasm that 
enabled PLA units to overcome materiel disadvantages on the battlefield, 
which resulted in a surprisingly resilient and dogged military performance 
against the technologically superior U.S.-led military forces in the Korean 
War. However, the CCP’s failings and disasters inevitably eroded public 
confidence. By the late 1970s, revolutionary charisma as the basis of legiti-
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macy had lost credibility, and this loss of credibility contributed to the PLA’s 
poor performance in the Sino-Vietnam War in 1979. 

Deng Xiaoping initiated a transition to a new basis of legitimacy that 
emphasized material benefits through delivering economic wealth, which 
we call economic prosperity legitimacy. Throughout the 1990s, China 
enjoyed breakneck economic growth that lifted hundreds of millions of 
people out of desperate poverty. The PLA mirrored the CCP’s turn from 
Maoism when it began modernization. Throughout the 1980s, the military 
still carried some responsibility for internal security, such as during in the 
Tiananmen Square massacre. However, the importance placed on economic 
growth also motivated the PLA to involve itself in both licit and illicit com-
mercial activities. The damage to military readiness and the corruption fos-
tered by commercialism spurred China’s leaders to end such practices, but 
corruption persisted. 

Decelerating growth, mounting external costs, and pervasive corrup-
tion gradually revealed the limits of economic prosperity legitimacy. Xi Jin-
ping consolidated the transition to a new basis of legitimacy by drawing 
from both material and ideational goods, which we call national populism 
legitimacy. Xi played up his image as a common man, exploited popular 
resentment against elites with a relentless anticorruption campaign, and 
refined the promise of material benefits by focusing more narrowly on the 
provision of security and the preservation of individual life. He also elevated 
the importance of ideational benefits, including national identity, prestige, 
socialist ideals, and faith in Xi’s personal leadership. The focus on more 
competent governance corresponded with a successful reorganization of the 
PLA. The net result was that PLA showed a higher level of professionalism 
and combat capability than before. The political leadership also showed a 
greater willingness to assert China’s interests in a manner that bolstered 
nationalism but, paradoxically, remained averse to provoking a conflict that 
could result in mass civilian casualties and damage Beijing’s legitimacy. 

Following our examinations of historical case studies, we conduct an 
alternative-futures analysis to consider how China’s political legitimacy 
and the PLA’s performance could evolve in the future. In our Baseline sce-
nario, the CCP continues to rely on nationalist sentiment and the provision 
of a limited array of material services as the basis of legitimacy. The PLA 
improves its competence and professionalism, but corruption continues to 
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degrade its readiness. The result could be a bifurcated PLA in which a small 
elite force carries out the bulk of missions while the broader force carries 
out training and serves as a deterrent force. This PLA would remain gen-
erally averse to major combat operations because of the tenuousness of its 
political legitimacy.

Other scenarios explore what might happen if more dramatic changes 
occurred. In our Rejuvenated China scenario, the CCP successfully over-
comes its economic challenges, builds a vibrant, dynamic economy that 
offers generous economic benefits to the public, and emphasizes a strong 
nationalist ideology. The PLA in this scenario could be a true competitor 
with the U.S. military and confident enough to confront U.S. troops in a 
high-end, conventional battle. In our Radicalized China scenario, China 
undergoes a political trauma that results in an ideologically charged ruling 
party. The basis of legitimacy could rest primarily on ideational benefits, 
such as an extreme ideology, and have little promise of material well-being 
for the populace. The PLA in this scenario might feature a small, well-
resourced fanatical elite guard willing to provoke conflict with its neigh-
bors, while the rest of the impoverished military lacks the motivation to 
contribute much beyond providing reinforcements. In our Fortress China 
scenario, China offers modest ideological benefits and wholly inadequate 
material benefits as its basis of legitimacy. The government is consumed 
by internal woes, and the PLA is largely neglected. As a result, China con-
tributes almost nothing to international security, which could add burdens 
on the U.S. military to carry out its duties around the world. Finally, our 
Warring States China scenario imagines a situation in which the coun-
try’s leadership has dissolved into competing factions. Because of the state’s 
weak economy, the military could fragment into competing groups and get 
involved in criminal activities to sustain itself and raise revenue. As a result, 
there could be a significant expansion in the capabilities and dangers posed 
by criminal and insurgent networks around the world that are backed by 
Chinese resources.
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Key Findings
Our analysis of the connections between the CCP’s basis of political legiti-
macy and the PLA’s development yielded the following findings:

•  Changes in the CCP’s basis of legitimacy directly affect the PLA’s 
development and use of force decisions. The type of legitimacy might 
be an important factor for the military’s battlefield resilience, willing-
ness to take risks, and tolerance for casualties. When analyzing poten-
tial developments in China’s military and how it might behave on the 
battlefield, analysts should consider the party’s basis of legitimacy and 
the relative strength of that legitimacy. 

•  The CCP’s basis of legitimacy is constantly in transition, and periods of 
stability tend to last only about ten years or so. During periods of sta-
bility, the PLA’s performance is also likely to stabilize. During periods 
of transition in political legitimacy, the PLA could be more vulnerable 
to surprise and disappointing performances.

•  China’s basis of legitimacy is likely to change in coming years, which 
will carry important implications for the PLA’s behavior. The cur-
rent basis of legitimacy is already over ten years old, which suggests a 
change is very likely to occur soon or might already be underway. 

•  Developments in world military affairs and a major military conflict 
involving China could profoundly reshape the party’s legitimacy. The 
prevailing literature on political legitimacy and military power shows 
significant transitions in times of war, but the PLA last fought a war in 
1979 during its operations in Vietnam. Major developments in world 
military affairs, such as game-changing technological innovations or 
a major war involving China, could drive the CCP’s legitimacy into a 
direction radically different from the recent past.

•  The CCP’s legitimacy was at its strongest in the early Mao years, 
which contributed a dogged and determined military resilience. How-
ever, repeated policy failures discredited the revolutionary charisma 
approach. The turn to economic prosperity was proven a generally 
inferior substitute for the original Maoist formula regarding the mili-
tary’s willingness to take major risks and endure losses. 
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•  Under Xi, the focus on more competent governance, national popu-
lism, and the promotion of national dignity has permitted greater pro-
fessionalism in the PLA but also resulted in a more cautious, casualty-
sensitive military, which raises questions about the potential battlefield 
resilience of the PLA.





xi

Contents

About This Report.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . iii
Summary.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v
Tables. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . xiii

CHAPTER 1

Introduction.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
Political Legitimacy.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
Military Power.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8
Methodology and Sources. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13

CHAPTER 2

Revolutionary Charisma Legitimacy.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
Mao’s Charisma and the Chinese Communist Party’s Ideology.. . . . . . . . . . . . 18
Military Development and Performance .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 21
Conclusion.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27

CHAPTER 3

Economic Prosperity Legitimacy. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
Deng’s Legacy: Transition from Revolutionary Charisma to Economic 

Prosperity.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30
Securing Political Legitimacy Through Economic Prosperity.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 32
Public Support for Economic Prosperity Legitimacy .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
Military Performance .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
Conclusion.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 56

CHAPTER 4

National Populism Legitimacy.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59
Background: Transition from Economic Prosperity to National  

Populism.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
National Populism Legitimacy.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 63
Military Performance .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79
The People’s Liberation Army’s Performance Under National  

Populism.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84
Conclusion.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87



Political Legitimacy and the People’s Liberation Army

xii

CHAPTER 5

Alternative Futures.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91
Baseline Scenario: The People’s Liberation Army Under National 

Populism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95
Rejuvenated China Scenario: Motivated and Capable People’s  

Liberation Army Ready to Fight.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 101
Radicalized China Scenario: Elite Units and Disaffected Populace.. . . . . . 102
Fortress China Scenario: Weak Governance Supplemented by an  

Insular Military.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 104
Warring States Scenario: Fragmented Military in a Criminal State. . . . . . 105
Conclusion.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107

CHAPTER 6

Overall Conclusion and Implications.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 109

Abbreviations .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 117
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 119



xiii

Tables

	 1.1.	 Legitimacy Types in the People’s Republic of China.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14
	 3.1.	 Chinese Academic Assessments on the State of Political  

Legitimacy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41
	 3.2.	 Chinese Academic Views on Major Threats to Political  

Legitimacy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42
	 3.3.	 Chinese Academic Recommended Political Legitimacy 

Maintenance Strategies.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44
	 5.1.	 Summary of Benefits Offered by Legitimacy Types .. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 92
	 5.2.	 Alternative Futures of Political Legitimacy by 2050 .. . . . . . . . . . . . . 93
	 5.3.	 Relative Strength of Legitimacy and Military Effectiveness for 

Alterative Futures.. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 96





1

CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The relationships between militaries and the states that they serve have 
spawned a vast amount of literature. Much attention has focused on the 
issue of civilian control of the military. For example, Samuel Huntington 
posited a theory of civilian control of the military that explored the roles of 
ideology, military professionalism, and other factors.1 Other theories have 
emphasized such factors as culture, institutions, and democratic practices.2 
Still others have analyzed the interactions among civilian and military lead-
ers during moments of crisis.3

A small but burgeoning amount of literature has explored still deeper 
connections between states and militaries. In Charles Tilly’s classic study 
Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD 990–1990, Tilly argues that war-
fare played a critical role in the formation of modern European states. The 
modern organization of the state, in turn, enabled militaries to wage war 
more effectively. In other words, according to Tilly, “war made the state, 
and the state made war.”4 In Philip Bobbitt’s book The Shield of Achilles: 
War, Peace, and the Course of History, Bobbitt argues that the structure 

1	 Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-
Military Relations, Belknap Press, 1981.
2	 Peter D. Feaver, Armed Servants: Agency, Oversight, and Civil-Military Relations, 
Harvard University Press, 2005; James Burk, “Theories of Democratic Civil-Military 
Relations,” Armed Forces and Society, Vol. 29, No. 1, Fall 2002; Morris Janowitz, The 
Professional Soldier: A Social and Political Portrait, Free Press, 1960.
3	 Graham Allison and Philip Zelikow, Essence of Decision: Explaining the Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis, 2nd ed., Addison Wesley Longman, 1999.
4	 Charles Tilly, Coercion, Capital, and European States, AD 990–1990, Basil Blackwell, 
1990, p. 76.
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of states profoundly shapes how their militaries operate. When European 
states evolved from royal kingdoms to nation-states, the basis of their legiti-
macy shifted from the royal ruler to the populace. Accordingly, militaries 
composed of citizen soldiers replaced royal armies built around a relatively 
small but elite household guard.5 The strength of a state’s legitimacy can 
also profoundly affect a military’s performance on the battlefield. For exam-
ple, during the Vietnam War, South Vietnamese forces underperformed 
their North Vietnamese counterparts despite being armed, equipped, and 
trained by the U.S. military. A major reason was the low morale of troops 
who served a South Vietnamese government with low legitimacy.6 

Describing the process as highly interactive, Bobbitt observes that mili-
tary innovations could also drive changes in the state.7 For example, revolu-
tionary France’s military innovations, such as the levee en masse, pressured 
rival states to adopt similar military tactics and methods of organization. 
These military innovations, in turn, spurred democratic reforms in royal 
kingdoms to incentivize citizens to serve in such armies.8 

Under the rule of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), China has 
experienced changes in both the basis of its political legitimacy and the 
structure of its military. For example, Mao Zedong inspired the masses 
with his charismatic personality and messianic ideology of revolution-
ary communism. During this time, the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) 
reflected the ideological fervor of CCP rule in its abolition of ranks, its 
embrace of revolutionary fervor, and its human-wave tactics that prized 
a martial spirit over technological sophistication.9 When Maoist ideology 

5	 Michael Prestwich, Armies and Warfare in the Middle Ages: The European Experi-
ence, Yale University Press, 1996.
6	 Matthew Masur, “Exhibiting Signs of Resistance: South Vietnam’s Struggle for Legit-
imacy, 1954–1960,” Diplomatic History, Vol. 33, No. 2, April 2009.
7	 Philip Bobbitt, The Shield of Achilles: War, Peace, and the Course of History, Anchor 
Books, 2003.
8	 Douglas Ferguson, “The Levée en Masse as a Revolution in Military Affairs,” 
Dorchester Review, June 23, 2023; Dan Reiter and Allan C. Stam, Democracies at War, 
Princeton University Press, 2002.
9	 Mark A. Ryan, David M. Finkelstein, and Michael A. McDevitt, Chinese Warfighting: 
The PLA Experience Since 1949, Routledge, 2003.



Introduction

3

became discredited in the 1970s, China’s government shifted its basis of 
legitimacy to economic prosperity and growth. Accordingly, the PLA also 
underwent profound changes; it supported economic development through 
its involvement in commercial enterprises and adopted a more pragmatic 
focus on military modernization.10 

Scholars have detailed such changes in the nature of CCP rule and the 
PLA.11 However, few have attempted a theoretical analysis of how changes 
in the state’s legitimacy affect the military’s development and performance. 
In this study, we seek to contribute to the study of this important topic. We 
hope to answer such questions as: 

•  How has the CCP’s political legitimacy evolved? 
•  How have changes in the CCP’s legitimacy affected the PLA? 
•  How do changes in politics under Xi Jinping affect the PLA? 
•  How might the party’s legitimacy evolve in the future, and what might 

this mean for the PLA?

Through our analysis of China’s governments since the establishment 
of the People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1949, we show that there has, 
indeed, been a link between the state’s legitimacy and the PLA’s development 
and performance. We argue that China’s military has historically developed 
the most effectively and performed the best when its mission, doctrine, and 
organization were aligned with a compatible form of political legitimacy. 
Conversely, China’s military has experienced problematic development and 
performed poorly when it served a state with weak or disputed legitimacy. 

Political Legitimacy

A starting point for our analysis is to clarify what we mean by the term 
political legitimacy. Legitimacy is generally understood as the right of a 
ruler to govern. Questions about political legitimacy have been raised since 
ancient times. Classical thinkers in Ancient Greece and Rome emphasized 

10	 Ellis Joffe, The Chinese Army After Mao, Harvard University Press, 1987.
11	 Joffe, 1987. 
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the moral and religious basis of political rule in their public rituals, laws, 
and writings.12 Ancient China similarly upheld the notion that an emperor’s 
rule derived from a mandate of heaven that was blessed by divine powers.13 
Modern philosophers, beginning with John Locke, proposed the notion that 
political legitimacy depended on the consent of the governed.14 The idea 
that states are regarded by the ruled as having the right to govern remains 
key to modern notions of political legitimacy.

Many theories of legitimacy focus on the role of the government, its laws, 
and institutions. The term state legitimacy acknowledges the importance 
of nongovernment entities, such as political parties, but tends to focus on 
the form of government.15 However, such a term does not seem to fit China 
because of the weakness of its government institutions compared with 
the dominant role played by the ruling political party, the CCP, which is 
the undisputed source of power in China. However, the party exercises its 
authority in matters of governance primarily through government bureau-
cracies and institutions. Thus, the term party legitimacy unhelpfully down-
plays the significance played by government. Therefore, we have decided to 
use the term political legitimacy throughout this report to communicate the 
complex nature of China’s political system. We define political legitimacy as 
the right and acceptance of a country’s system of governance. In China, this 
system of governance is characterized by the rule of the CCP as exercised 
through government and other institutions. 

Although scholars agree that political legitimacy is an important con-
cept for political analysis, the idea has proven difficult to operationalize 
and measure for several reasons. First, legitimacy is profoundly norma-
tive, which makes objective measurement difficult. Second, there remains 
no consensus in the political science field on the appropriate categories or 

12	 Robert J. Bonner, “Emergency Government in Rome and Athens,” Classical Journal, 
Vol. 18, No. 3, December 1992.
13	 Yuchao Zhu, “‘Performance Legitimacy’ and China’s Political Adaptation Strategy,” 
Journal of Chinese Political Science, Vol. 16, No. 2, June 2011.
14	 John Dunn, “Consent in the Political Theory of John Locke,” Historical Journal, 
Vol. 10, No. 2, 1967.
15	 Bobbitt, 2003.
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types of political legitimacy.16 Third, there is no consensus on the appropri-
ate ways of measuring legitimacy.17 

Despite these challenges, researchers have studied the role of political 
legitimacy in a state’s transformation, stability, and fragility. The academic 
literature has identified two main approaches to the study of legitimacy.

The first approach focuses on the claims made by authorities. Max 
Weber pioneered this type of research when he posited a basic typology of 
political authority: charismatic, traditional, or rational-legal. According to 
Weber’s explanation, the first type centers on leaders who possess extraordi-
nary attributes, are able to rally diverse communities behind their personal 
leadership, and spur an unbreakable faith in their power. In tradition-based 
authority, leaders rely on precedent and traditions to buttress their power. 
Legal-rational authorities consist of leaders who adhere to clearly defined 
laws, regulations, and procedures.18 Scholars have expanded Weber’s typol-
ogy with additional proposed forms of legitimacy. For example, researchers 
have posited the idea of performance-based legitimacy, noting that some 
governments rely on the goodwill generated by overseeing economic growth 
to bolster their authority.19 Similarly, scholars argue that, in imperial China, 
authority rested on the apparent blessings of the divine order. The com-
pounding effects of disasters could erode the emperor’s legitimacy.20 

The second approach focuses on the public’s reaction to the legitimacy 
claims made by authorities. Scholars have used surveys and polls to eval-
uate how people view their government.21 Some experts have focused on 

16	 Margaret Levi, Audrey Sacks, and Tom Tyler, “Conceptualizing Legitimacy, Measur-
ing Legitimating Beliefs, American Behavioral Scientist, Vol. 53, No. 3, November 2009.
17	 Christian von Haldenwang, Measuring Legitimacy: New Trends, Old Shortcomings? 
Discussion Paper, German Development Institute [Deutsches Institut für Entwicklung-
spolitik], 2016.
18	 Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of Interpretive Sociology, Berkeley Uni-
versity Press, 1978.
19	 Stephen Weatherford, “Measuring Performance Legitimacy,” American Political Sci-
ence Review, Vol. 86, No. 1, March 1992.
20	 Zhu, 2011.
21	 Kenneth A. Rasinski, “What’s Fair Is Fair—Or Is It? Value Differences Underlying 
Public Views about Social Justice,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, Vol. 53, 
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how well the government supplies the needs of the people. Kerry Ratigan, 
a professor at Amherst College, describes how low expectations among the 
populace about the state’s ability to provide health care was a critical factor 
in enabling the CCP to maintain its legitimacy despite having a weak pro-
vision of public medical care. However, rising expectations will pose more 
challenges to the state’s legitimacy over time, according to Ratigan.22 In 
some cases, researchers have employed surveys to measure the government’s 
legitimacy as viewed by the public.23 Others have measured mass behavior 
toward the government as expressions of support or opposition (e.g., pro-
tests, demonstrations, antisystem violence).24 

Both approaches can provide many insights, but alone, each provides 
only a partial picture. We agree with political scientist Stephen Weatherford 
that the study of political legitimacy should consider both approaches.25 
Looking at only the state’s legitimacy claims does not tell us whether the 
people accept the claims or not, and looking at only the people’s response 
begs the question of what the state’s legitimacy is and why it has or has not 
gained popular backing.

Finding ways to measure and analyze both the type of legitimacy advo-
cated by the state and how much the claims resonate with the people can 
shed light on the relative vitality and strength of a state’s legitimacy. For 
example, a state might claim to base its legitimacy on some characteristic, 
such as economic performance, but if in reality, the people find little oppor-
tunity to materially improve their lives, they might resist or question such 
legitimacy claims. The state’s legitimacy might erode accordingly. Con-
versely, a regime that advocates a messianic vision that enjoys the enthusi-

No. 1, July 1987.
22	 Kerry Ratigan, “Riding the Tiger of Performance Legitimacy? Chinese Villagers’ 
Satisfaction with State Healthcare Provision,” International Political Science Review, 
Vol. 43, No. 2, August 2020.
23	 Donald Stokes, “Popular Evaluations of Government: An Empirical Assessment,” in 
Harlan Cleveland and Harold D. Lasswell, eds., Ethics and Bigness: Scientific, Academic, 
Religious, Political, and Military, Harper, 1962.
24	 Albert O. Hirschman, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, Orga-
nizations, and States, Harvard University Press, 1970.
25	 Weatherford, 1992.
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astic support of the people, which Maoist thought did in the 1950s, might 
experience strong legitimacy, even if its actual claims do not appear to stand 
up to close scrutiny.

In our study, we consider evidence from both sources. To consider the 
claims of the state, we examine statements by the authorities that address 
the question of national goals and political legitimacy. We consider the poli-
cies and actions by the central leadership that demonstrate efforts to bolster 
that basis of legitimacy. In periods of transition, we also note evidence of 
contention by rival elites who seek a new basis of legitimacy. To analyze 
the public’s responsiveness to the state’s authority, we consider both positive 
and negative evidence. Positive evidence consists of actions by the public 
that demonstrate active or passive support for the government, such as ral-
lies and participation in state-led events. Negative evidence consists of anti-
system behavior by the public, such as protests, riots, and demonstrations 
on a significant scale. By pairing an analysis of the source of legitimacy, as 
articulated by a polity’s leadership, with an analysis of the response by the 
people, we hope to present a clearer sense of the CCP’s political legitimacy 
and its relative strength during a given period. 

In addition, a key assumption of our approach is that the state must pro-
vide some sort of benefit to gain legitimacy. People are more likely to accept 
the authority of the state and its power to coerce if they believe it delivers 
meaningful benefits. These benefits might be material or ideational. Mate-
rial benefits include improvements to the quality of life for citizens, includ-
ing opportunities for jobs, income, social welfare benefits, security, and fair 
treatment in courts. Ideational benefits include ideals, moral values, a sense 
of national prestige, and dignity. Ideational benefits could also include a 
compelling moral or political vision that resonates with the public. States 
that can provide robust material and ideational benefits are more likely to 
enjoy strong legitimacy.

Military Power

Because we are interested in studying how a state’s political legitimacy might 
affect military power, we complement our study of evolving political legiti-
macy in China with an examination of changes in China’s military power.
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A military’s power consists of the interplay between two factors: its stock 
of materiel resources and how well it can translate those resources into 
force.26 The stock of materiel resources depends partly on a polity’s endow-
ments, such as the size of its population, access to various resources, and 
vibrancy of economic growth. A state’s legitimacy has, at most, an indirect 
influence on a nation’s stock of resources. However, a state can profoundly 
shape how a military translates its resources into combat power.

Scholars have explored the links among sociocultural factors, such as 
political culture, civil-military relations, and military effectiveness. For 
example, experts have noted that ideology and culture can encourage a 
furious fighting style that can possibly overcome disadvantages in num-
bers and equipment. Renowned anthropologist Ruth Benedict documented 
the role of imperial Japan’s banzai culture in motivating the Japanese mili-
tary’s furious and relentless attacking style in war.27 Other scholars have 
similarly correlated superior political leadership, political unity, and the 
articulation of an ideology of national self-sacrifice with a military’s strong 
will to fight. They have also noted how political polarization, the absence of 
an ideology of self-sacrifice, and weak national leadership can erode a mili-
tary’s morale. For instance, Texas A&M University professor Jessen Cas-
tillo’s research shows how France’s Third Republic might have had superior 
quality and quantities of tanks and artillery compared with Nazi Germany, 
but political divisions and weak leadership contributed to France’s rapid 
defeat on the battlefield.28 

Drawing from the scholarship of civil-miliary relations, we posit sev-
eral key ways in which a state’s political legitimacy can affect the military’s 
development and performance. We measure the military’s development 
through changes to three aspects: (1) its mission, (2) its organization, and  
(3) its doctrine. The military’s mission is the role in national strategy assigned 
by the central leadership and is defined partly by the top threat for which the 

26	 Risa A. Brooks and Elizabeth Stanley, Creating Military Power: The Sources of Mili-
tary Effectiveness, Stanford University Press, 2007.
27	 Ruth Benedict, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword: Patterns of Japanese Culture, 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1946. 
28	 Jessen Castillo, Endurance and War: The National Sources of Military Cohesion, Stan-
ford University Press, 2014.
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military must prepare and partly by the strategic goals set by the national 
leadership. The source of danger threatens the state’s security and authority, 
and, thus, this threat is usually linked to issues of political legitimacy. 

The organization is the form that the military takes. All militaries tend 
to follow certain forms in the sense that they often feature armies, navies, 
and air forces. Militaries also have similar branches and specialties. How-
ever, their command structure and general form reflect political values that 
are likely tied to the state’s sense of legitimacy. For example, the Maoist PLA 
more heavily prioritized charismatic leadership and the human spirit in 
warfighting. By contrast, a leadership that prioritizes economic growth and 
modernization is more likely to favor a technologically sophisticated and 
modern-looking PLA.

The doctrine is the set of principles and guidelines for the development 
and employment of military power to achieve national goals. The methods 
of employing force also reflect the values upheld by the state. For instance, a 
state that emphasizes values of ideological fervor as a basis of legitimacy can 
be expected to uphold a different doctrine than one that serves a pragmatic 
leadership that prioritizes economic growth.

Although a military’s mission, organization, and doctrine are distinct, all 
three aspects are interrelated. A military will organize and operate accord-
ing to a doctrine to achieve the mission that is assigned to it. Each aspect 
will only make sense when connected to the others. Nonetheless, despite the 
considerable overlap between the three aspects, we analyze each individu-
ally to assess the military’s sense of identity.

The military’s identity merely represents the view of military authorities 
about how and why the armed forces should operate in a certain manner, 
but the real test is on the battlefield. Because we are interested in learn-
ing how political legitimacy shapes a military’s combat potential, we look 
at evidence of the PLA’s combat effectiveness in wartime and its behavior 
in peacetime.

Military Performance
Scholars have debated several ways of measuring effective militaries. Meth-
ods that score battlefield encounters according to win-loss criteria have 
proven unsatisfying because many battlefield encounters result in ambigu-
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ous outcomes with no clear victor. A more commonly adopted metric has 
been to consider the loss-exchange ratio (LER). This metric defines effec-
tiveness in terms of militaries that kill more of the enemy and suffer fewer 
casualties than a comparably sized and equipped force. The LER provides a 
measurable, quantifiable standard for evaluating the effectiveness of forces 
in tactical engagements.29

However, history demonstrates that highly effective militaries can still 
lose battles. An LER does not determine which side will win a war. Motiva-
tion and morale can play a key role in enabling inferior militaries to pre-
vail. Indeed, resolve has traditionally provided a critical offsetting factor 
to materiel deficiency in battle. Issues of leadership, resolve, and determi-
nation are intricately tied to matters of political leadership and legitimacy. 
Such motivation can keep a military fighting despite battlefield setbacks or 
major losses.30 

This study will draw from both metrics to provide a definition of mili-
tary effectiveness by analyzing two aspects of the PLA: 

•  Combat lethality. The first aspect of military effectiveness might be 
measured by favorable LERs against an adversary. A highly effective 
military should be able to inflict far greater losses than it suffers. A 
military with inferior combat lethality will generally suffer far greater 
casualties than it inflicts. Data provided by historical records provide a 
sense of the LERs suffered by China’s military relative to its adversary.

•  Battlefield resiliency. The second aspect might be measured across the 
force and over time by the military’s ability to keep fighting even after 
experiencing setbacks or high casualty rates and its ability to adapt to 
changes in the battlefield situation. A military with high battlefield 
resilience will continue to maintain cohesion and keep fighting despite 
incurring disproportionate casualties or suffering battlefield defeats. A 
military with weak resilience will rout easily. We measure this factor 
through historical reports of how well PLA units maintained their 
cohesion and morale amid battlefield setbacks and shocks.

29	 Stephen Biddle, Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in Modern Battle, 
Princeton University Press, 2004.
30	 Castillo, 2014.
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These two measures are relevant for war, but China’s last war was in 
1979 against Vietnam. How might we evaluate the PLA’s effectiveness since 
then? Inferring how well a military might perform in battle by examining 
its peacetime behavior is admittedly difficult. Military history is full of mis-
judgments by political and military leaders who assumed that their adver-
saries would perform poorly in battle because of problems observed among 
their militaries in peacetime. For instance, Vladimir Putin misjudged the 
combat potential of both the Russian and Ukrainian militaries.31 Therefore, 
any judgment of the PLA’s warfighting prowess that is based solely on its 
peacetime behavior must be caveated heavily.

Despite the inherent difficulty of making such assessments, scholars 
have arrived at tentative findings about the role of military preparation 
and training for effective combat operations. Although considerable data 
underscore the importance of training for superior military performance, 
scholars have concluded that the quality of training matters greatly. Mili-
tary units that undergo realistic, demanding training that simulates combat 
conditions tend to fare better in battle than those that do not have simi-
lar training.32 For example, elite Soviet forces—in particular, the airborne, 
air assault, and reconnaissance troops—underwent rigorous selection and 
training in Afghanistan. These units, which composed 15 to 20 percent 
of the total force, were responsible for the improved performance of the 
Soviet military through the course of the war in Afghanistan.33 Similarly, 
during the Vietnam War, high attrition led the U.S. Navy to establish its 
Navy Fighter Weapons School to train its pilots in dogfighting. The training 
provided a rigorous simulation of air-to-air combat involving well-trained 
opposition forces. The results were dramatic; the Navy’s kill-to-loss ratio 

31	 Andriy Zagorodnyuk, Alina Frolova, Hans Petter Midtunn, and Oleksii Pavliuchyk, 
“Is Ukraine’s Reformed Military Ready to Repel a New Russian Invasion?” Atlantic 
Council blog, December 23, 2021. 
32	 Jesse Orlansky, Colin P. Hammon, and Stanley A. Horowitz, Indicators of Training 
Readiness, Institute for Defense Analyses, 1997. 
33	 Alex Alexiev, Inside the Soviet Army in Afghanistan, RAND Corporation,  
R-3627-A, 1988.
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against the North Vietnamese had been 3.7-to-1 between 1965 and 1967 but 
rose to 13-to-1 after 1970.34

In this study, we assess the PLA’s operational readiness and state of disci-
pline in peacetime as proxies for combat lethality and battlefield resilience. 
Operational readiness considers a military’s preparation and capacity to 
carry out its directed military operations. The level of operational readiness 
for any unit can be estimated imperfectly by the state of its preparations and 
training. A basic feature of all effective militaries is their ability to oper-
ate according to principles of military discipline. Obedience to authority 
and adherence to regulations and rules are essential to both maintaining 
order in the armed forces and enabling units to fight in a reliable manner.35 
Militaries with high morale and strong discipline are more likely to show 
battlefield resilience than militaries that exhibit low morale and weak dis-
cipline in peacetime. A military with high operational readiness will have 
acquired the weapons and equipment needed for combat, will demonstrate 
discipline, and will have made adequate preparations for likely contingen-
cies. The members of a military with high operational readiness will partici-
pate in extensive and rigorous training for real-world combat missions. A 
military with low operational readiness will lack appropriate weapons and 
equipment, demonstrate poor discipline, and spend relatively little time in 
rigorous combat training. 

Militaries also serve a variety of roles, especially in developing countries. 
Some militaries are involved in commercial activity or carry out domes-
tic security operations. Time spent in activities and operations apart from 
combat training can detract from combat preparations. Furthermore, mili-
taries that operate according to the logic of operations are likely to be better 
prepared for combat than those that operate according to the political logic 
of upholding the privilege and status of elite groups. Concerns about politics 
can also encourage commanders to hide information or manipulate infor-
mation that is critical for efficient decisionmaking.36

34	 Benjamin S. Lambeth, The Transformation of American Airpower, Cornell University 
Press, 2000.
35	 Michael Petrusic, “Discipline as a Vital Tool to Maintain the Military Profession,” 
Military Review, November–December 2020. 
36	 Castillo, 2014.
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A military with a high level of discipline and morale might be better 
positioned to demonstrate battlefield resilience than a military with poor 
discipline and low morale in peacetime. The peacetime assessments consist 
of qualitative judgments and, thus, are inherently somewhat subjective. We 
acknowledge the imprecise nature of such evaluations but consider them 
helpful for assessing the potential performance of the PLA in the absence of 
clearer evidence.

Methodology and Sources

Each chapter will proceed in the following manner. We first consider what 
the state claimed to be the basis of legitimacy through analyzing official 
documents, speeches, and official media reports. We then consider evidence 
of popular reception of the state’s claims. Being an authoritarian state, 
China does not permit the sort of direct measurement in the form of surveys 
and polls that political scientists have used in democracies. Thus, we con-
sider indirect evidence in the form of reports about compliance with state 
demands as positive evidence and mass protest and noncompliance with 
state demands as negative evidence (or opposition to the state’s legitimacy 
claims). In each chapter, we highlight periods in which the state’s legitimacy 
appeared strong and when it appeared weak.

We also evaluate the military’s development and performance. We focus 
on changes to the mission, doctrine, and organization, as stated by military 
leaders, to evaluate the military’s development. We note points of connec-
tion between the military’s development and political legitimacy. We also 
evaluate its actual performance in particular historical episodes, such as 
conflicts and real-world operations and activities. We look at evidence of 
its combat lethality and battlefield resilience in wartime, as well as its oper-
ational readiness and discipline in peacetime. The PLA’s performance in 
such episodes can illuminate the relative strengths and weaknesses of the 
military as an organization. 

For this study, we examined the academic literature on political legiti-
macy and military performance. We also examined academic writings on 
the history of China’s rulers, government, and military. In some cases, we 
looked at Chinese-language official documents, articles, and commentar-
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ies. We found useful speeches by the senior leader, which were published 
by Xinhua, to gather insights into how the leadership described its basis of 
legitimacy. Commentaries and articles published by party media, such as 
People’s Daily, Seeking Truth, and Study Times, helped illuminate the mean-
ing of statements and claims by top Chinese leaders.

Our study is organized in the following manner. This chapter has pro-
vided an overview of the concept of legitimacy and the military’s perfor-
mance (see Table 1.1). Each chapter will review the main features of the type 
of legitimacy for a given time frame and what it has meant for the military 
during that time. The formation of a type of legitimacy did not happen over-
night. In each case, China underwent a period of transition in which com-
peting types of legitimacy contended with one another before one prevailed. 
In Chapter 2, we consider how these applied to China from 1949 to 1992. 
This time frame includes a period from 1949 to 1979 in which Mao Zedong 
and his loyalists ruled according to a type of political legitimacy based on 
communist ideology and his personal authority. The 1979–1992 period 
formed a critical transition period in which Deng Xiaoping advanced a new 
form of political legitimacy based on the provision of economic growth. 
In Chapter 3, we explore how legitimacy and the military’s performance 
evolved from 1992 to 2002, when leaders Deng and Jiang Zemin established 
a new basis of political legitimacy based on the provision of economic ben-
efits. Mounting external costs arising from the breakneck growth rates 
spurred a new transition that began around 2002 and lasted through 2012. 
In Chapter 4, we examine how Chinese leaders Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping 
changed the basis of legitimacy once more to one that revived ideology, cha-
risma, and nationalism as a basis of legitimacy to augment more limited 
economic benefits—a type of political ideology that we call national popu-

TABLE 1.1

Legitimacy Types in the People’s Republic of China

Legitimacy Type Time Frame Principal Leaders

Revolutionary charisma 1949–1979 Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping

Economic prosperity 1979–1992 (transition); 
1992–2002

Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and 
Hu Jintao

National populism 2002–2012 (transition); 
2012–present

Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping
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lism. In Chapter 5, we explore the potential future evolution of the CCP and 
military through a scenario analysis. In the Baseline scenario, we explore 
how the legitimacy established by Xi could continue over time and what 
this might mean for the PLA. The other scenarios illustrate how changes in 
the nature of the CCP’s legitimacy could affect the PLA’s performance. In 
the last chapter, we offer some conclusions about China’s military and their 
implications for the U.S. Department of Defense.
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CHAPTER 2

Revolutionary Charisma Legitimacy

The PRC began with a political legitimacy centered on the personal cha-
risma of supreme leader Mao Zedong and the revolutionary communist ide-
ology of the CCP. The newly established state initially enjoyed strong legiti-
macy; the public enthusiastically rallied to ideational benefits of a promised 
communist utopia, fervent nationalism, and Mao’s personal charisma 
despite the state’s weak ability to provide material goods. However, multiple 
catastrophic political campaigns, such as the Great Leap Forward, eroded 
popular trust over time. After Mao’s passing, Deng Xiaoping spearheaded a 
transition to a new basis of political legitimacy centered on the provision of 
economic prosperity.

The evolution of the PLA mirrored the evolution of the CCP in its devel-
opment and performance. Sharing the party’s initial revolutionary spirit, a 
radically egalitarian PLA generally adhered to doctrines that emphasized 
the human spirit over materiel. The changes in political legitimacy con-
tributed to different outcomes in war. In Korea, China’s forces, which were 
infused with Maoist enthusiasm, fought a technologically superior U.S.-led 
coalition to a standstill. However, during the 1960s and 1970s, the CCP’s 
declining morale and ideological confusion corresponded with demoraliza-
tion and weakening discipline within the PLA. The PLA’s poor performance 
in the Sino-Vietnamese War after Mao’s death provided an impetus to mod-
ernize the military and underscored the obsolescence of Maoist doctrines 
and methods. 
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Mao’s Charisma and the Chinese Communist 
Party’s Ideology

The CCP’s basis of legitimacy can be understood best through the context 
of China’s situation prior to the communist takeover. The Qing dynasty 
had fallen partly because of a surge in nationalist feeling against the ethnic 
Manchu-dominated government. The Qing dynasty’s government collapsed 
in 1911, and the Republic of China that replaced it experienced immense 
instability. From 1911 through the 1920s, the country experienced consider-
able violence and upheaval; warlords, Qing restorationists, and revolution-
aries all struggled for power. Although the Kuomintang (KMT) eventually 
subdued the warlords and emerged supreme in 1928, the country remained 
devasted. The rural economy collapsed, and a famine from 1928 to 1930 
killed approximately 6 million people.1 Adding to the Chinese people’s 
woes, imperial Japan invaded China in 1931. War, famine, and disease cost 
millions of lives in the 1930s and 1940s.2

The CCP assumed power following a period in which the Chinese people 
both retained a strong sense of national pride and experienced incredible 
suffering. In addition to the loss in human life, the country’s economy was 
in shambles. In 1949, China was among the poorest countries in the world 
and characterized by widespread malnutrition, illiteracy, and technologi-
cal backwardness.3 Because of the desperate situation, the Chinese populace 
likely had very low expectations of the incoming CCP-led government. 

The radical vision and hopeful idealism advanced by the CCP contrasted 
sharply with the bleak reality faced by the Chinese people. Mao, the leader 
of the CCP, pledged a radically egalitarian, communist utopia. He also 
played up nationalist fervor, declaring that China had “stood up” and vehe-

1	 Lillian M. Li, Fighting Famine in North China: State, Market, and Environmental 
Decline, 1690s–1990s, Stanford University Press, 2007.
2	 David M. Gordon, “Historiographical Essay: The China-Japan War, 1931–1945,” 
Journal of Military History, Vol. 70, No. 1, January 2006.
3	 Carlos Martinez, “China’s Long War on Poverty,” World Review of Political Economy, 
Vol. 14, No. 3, Fall 2023.
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mently denouncing foreign enemies.4 The CCP’s success in evicting foreign 
oppressors also earned it goodwill among the people. This success and the 
people’s revolutionary fervor gave the incoming government a strong basis 
of legitimacy. 

The CCP organized its totalitarian controls to strengthen this basis, 
which resulted in a repressive government that, nonetheless, enjoyed a 
strong basis of legitimacy. During the Hundred Flowers Campaign from 
1956 to 1957, China initially tolerated criticism of CCP rule but subse-
quently cracked down harshly. The CCP would not tolerate criticism of 
Mao’s authority, even by the most senior officials. For example, authorities 
stripped General Peng Dehuai of his position in 1959 and banished him to 
Sichuan province after he criticized Mao’s policies.5 

The strength of the CCP’s legitimacy can be seen in the incredible levels 
of trust and loyalty shown by the people to the government. Time and again, 
Mao led mass movements that often ended in disaster. For example, Mao 
launched the Great Leap Forward in 1958 with the goal of transforming 
China’s agrarian society into industrialized communist society. People were 
rounded up to live in communes, and agriculture was collectivized to speed 
up production in an effort to achieve communism before the Soviet Union. 
The blind optimism, inefficiency of the planned economy model, and poor 
agricultural techniques of the Great Leap Forward campaign led to the mass 
starvation and the Great Famine that followed, which resulted in around 
30 million deaths.6

Yet, Mao’s appeal was so strong that the people followed him again and 
again in violent campaigns. Even during the 1960s, Mao led the people to 
carry out the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution, a radical political cam-
paign to restore revolutionary fervor that led to immense upheaval and the 

4	 Andrew G. Walder, China Under Mao: A Revolution Derailed, Harvard University 
Press, 2017. 
5	 Frederick C. Teiwes, “Mao and His Lieutenants,” Australian Journal of Chinese 
Affairs, Vol. 19–20, January–June 1988. 
6	 Frederick C. Teiwes and Warren Sun, China’s Road to Disaster: Mao, Central Politi-
cians, and Provincial Leaders in the Unfolding of the Great Leap Forward, 1955–1959, 
Routledge, 1998.
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deaths of hundreds of thousands more people.7 Prominent Chinese high-
ranking officials, such as Liu Shaoqi, Deng Xiaoping, and Luo Ruiqing, were 
also persecuted and sent to the countryside.8

After Mao’s death in 1976, competing factions vied for power. Political 
violence worsened to the point that top leaders had to summon the PLA to 
restore order.9 Deng inherited a traumatized society that had tired of politi-
cal conflict and poverty.10 Deng became a hero to many people who sought 
to rebuild the party structures of the state, economy, and scientific and tech-
nological capabilities.11 However, Deng had to defend his authority against 
hardliners and reformers.12 Hardliners were the more politically conserva-
tive group in China that favored the traditional communist party ideology 
and feared that rapid political and economic reforms would trigger social 
chaos and undermine the CCP’s control.13 

In sum, the CCP initially enjoyed strong legitimacy in the early years of 
its rule, benefiting significantly from the public’s lower expectations, which 
were born from decades of hardship. However, the CCP’s subsequent fail-
ures gradually eroded this legitimacy over time. Mao’s credibility, upon 
which the CCP’s legitimacy was built, relied on utopian goals and pragmatic 
endeavors that proved overly ambitious and impossible to achieve. Mao’s 
attempts to reshape society according to his vision often led to catastrophic 
policies. By the end of the Maoist era, the people’s trust and confidence in 
the CCP had fallen precipitously. 

7	 Frank Dikotter, The Cultural Revolution: A People’s History, 1962–1976, Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2017.
8	 Andrew G. Walder, “Bending the Arc of Chinese History: The Cultural Revolution’s 
Paradoxical Legacy,” China Quarterly, Vol. 227, September 2016.
9	 Frederick C. Teiwes, The Modern Chinese State, Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
10	 Walder, 2016.
11	 Frederick C. Teiwes, “The Paradoxical Post-Mao Transition: From Obeying the 
Leader to ‘Normal Politics,’” China Journal, Vol. 34, 1995.
12	 Richard Baum, Burying Mao: Chinese Politics in the Age of Deng Xiaoping, Princeton 
University Press, 1996. 
13	 Baum, 1996. 
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Turning From Revolutionary Charisma 
At the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee in 1978, CCP 
leaders agreed to a market-friendly reform agenda that was designed to spur 
rapid economic growth.14 Yet, despite an immediate burst of rapid growth, 
conservative political opposition persisted through the 1980s. Chen Yun, 
one of the revolutionaries and chief economic architects during the Maoist 
era, advocated a more orthodox, planned economy model.15 Chen was skep-
tical of the special economic zones proposed by Deng and worried that 
China might become exposed to Western influence and capitalism.16 The 
struggle between the market-friendly reformist group led by Deng and the 
more-conservative opposition led by Chen continued through the 1980s 
and only ended when Deng ousted the hardliners in 1992. 

Military Development and Performance 

The PLA reflected the CCP’s revolutionary charisma legitimacy in its devel-
opment and performance through 1992. Initially, the PLA was created from 
the Red Army during the Chinese Civil War and grew rapidly under Mao in 
the 1930s and 1940s. Mao’s military approach grew out of his experiences in 
the Chinese Civil War and Sino-Japanese War, which focused on conduct-
ing a People’s War, or mobilizing the mass populace to carry out guerrilla-
style warfare. Mao’s top military advisers and the CCP leaders developed 
strong loyalty and trust in Mao because they had fought side by side in the 
revolution.17 During Mao’s time as leader of the CCP, he had very close rela-
tionships with PLA military generals because of their shared revolutionary 
experiences.18 As a result of that tight relationship, the PLA showed strong 

14	 “Communique of the Third Plenary Session of the 11th Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China,” Beijing Review, 1978. 
15	 David Bachman, “Differing Visions of China’s Post-Mao Economy: The Ideas of 
Chen Yun, Deng Xiaoping, and Zhao Ziyang,” Asian Survey, Vol. 26, No. 3, March 1986. 
16	 Bachman, 1986.
17	 Walder, 2017. 
18	 Teiwes, 2000. 
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linkages among its mission, organization, and doctrine and the CCP’s basis 
of legitimacy. 

The CCP’s political legitimacy shaped the PLA’s performance on the bat-
tlefield. When the party’s base of popular support appeared strong and the 
military’s identity was consistent with party’s legitimacy, it performed well, 
which it did in the Korean War. However, when public doubts and disaffec-
tion grew and morale weakened in the party leadership, the military per-
formed poorly on the battlefield, which happened in the Sino-Vietnam War. 
Moreover, evidence of insubordination in the Tiananmen Square massacre 
hinted at the dangerous levels of disaffection in the military.

Mission: Suppress Opponents of the CCP
After the founding of the PRC, the first and foremost mission of the PLA 
was to keep the CCP in power. After the defeat of the KMT in the Chinese 
Civil War just a few years before the Korean War, the foundation of the CCP 
was still rocky. The party was nervous at the possibility of foreign inter-
vention and support, particularly from United States. The party also feared 
that Chiang Kai-shek might try to overthrow the newly established com-
munist government.19 One of the primary tasks of the PLA was suppress-
ing counterrevolutionary elements on the mainland. The PLA conducted 
several campaigns to suppress anticommunist bandits across China, which 
it completed around 1952.20 

In addition to its mission of maintaining internal security and stability 
within the country, the PLA also played a significant role in implement-
ing the CCP’s policies to address the social and economic inequalities from 
the traditional landlord-peasant society. These efforts included land reform 
campaigns (土地改革运动) and the redistribution of land from landlords 
to the peasantry. The PLA helped enforce these policies by protecting the 
peasantry from retaliation from the landlords and by eliminating landlords 
as a class. The PLA also took on the role of supporting the socialist con-

19	 Donggil Kim, “China’s Intervention in the Korean War Revisited,” Diplomatic His-
tory, Vol. 40, No. 5, November 2016.
20	 “Communists Continue Bandit Suppression Activities,” Central Intelligence Agency, 
June 10, 1950. 
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struction by being involved in economic and social projects.21 The PLA’s 
role as suppressor of domestic opponents of the CCP continued through the 
1980s, when Beijing called on the military to suppress protestors in the 1989 
Tiananmen Square massacre.

Organization and Doctrine: Radical Egalitarianism and 
People’s War
In an attempt to break down formal hierarchies and promote a sense of 
equality among soldiers, Mao abolished military ranks. He believed that 
this effort would foster a more cohesive and unified military force. Soldiers 
would be judged according to their revolutionary activities and commit-
ment to Mao’s leadership rather than their rank or status. In 1958, Mao gave 
a speech at Beidaihe in which he deemed the wage system and military rank 
system as part of bourgeoise ideology that created gaps in unity between 
soldiers and officers and between the military and the masses. Although the 
PLA restored ranks and adopted professional training from time to time, 
in the late 1960s, Mao reversed the professional training and expertise led 
under military generals, such as Lin Biao and Peng Dehuai.22 Authorities 
also dissolved the whole officer class, which Mao considered unimportant 
under the doctrine of a People’s War.23 

After 1949, the PLA adopted the main principles of the Red Army’s Peo-
ple’s War strategy in conjunction with regular army tactics. The main prin-
ciples of its People’s War strategy included a reliance on guerilla warfare and 
protracted war.24 

Mao sought to promote communist ideology among the army ranks 
through the teachings of Marxism, Leninism, and later his own Maoist 

21	 Teiwes, 2000. 
22	 Teiwes, 1988.
23	 A. A. Kovalev, “Mao Zedong and the Strategy of the People’s War: History Lessons” 
[“Мао Цзэдун и стратегия народной войны: уроки истории”], Administrative Con-
sulting [Управленческое консультирование], Vol. 0, No. 2, 2020.
24	 Kovalev, 2020.



Political Legitimacy and the People’s Liberation Army

24

political thought. By the 1960s, the PLA followed the doctrine of Mao’s 
political thought.25 

Case Study: The Korean War
On October 10, 1950, Mao ordered China’s troops to Korea. Mao directed 
the PLA’s involvement in the Korean War for strategic reasons, including 
the prevention of a permanent U.S. military presence on China’s border, 
and partly because of concerns about the CCP’s political security. At this 
point, the internal struggles among the Chinese population were becoming 
a threat to the political consolidation of the CCP, and Mao recognized that 
the Korean War provided an opportunity to precipitate a widespread politi-
cal mobilization and political indoctrination movement.26 

Mao formed the People’s Volunteer Army (PVA), a special force com-
posed of troops sent by the PRC to support North Korea. The PVA oper-
ated semi-independently from the regular PLA command structure during 
the conflict. The combined strength of China’s volunteer forces exceeded 
2–3 million troops, which composed a substantial portion of China’s mili-
tary, including 66 percent of the entire field army, 62 percent of all artillery 
divisions, 100 percent of all tank divisions, and 70 percent of the entire air 
force at the time. The PLA operationalized Maoism by conducting this mili-
tary struggle in the same manner as the political struggle of the many politi-
cal campaigns that he led, which included mass mobilization, emphasized 
the idea that the human spirit could overcome materiel disadvantages, and 
tolerated high costs to safety and society to achieve political objectives set 
forth by Mao. In the case of the Korean War, the PLA focused its efforts on 
cultivating a strong morale for the troops and a belief that they were fighting 
for China’s independence and for communist revolution.27

25	 Andrew Scobell, “Lips and Teeth: China’s Decision to Intervene in Korea” in Andrew 
Scobell, ed., China’s Use of Military Force: Beyond the Great Wall and the Long March, 
Cambridge University Press, 2003. 
26	 Chen, 1995. 
27	 Shu Guang Zhang, Mao’s Military Romanticism: China and the Korean War, 1950–
1953, University Press of Kansas, 1995.
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PLA operations in Korea demonstrated a sustained adherence to Mao’s 
preference for mass mobilization. The PLA’s ability to operate despite high 
casualties demonstrated, in part, that the people placed an intense faith 
and trust in the leadership, which was partly because of the CCP’s relent-
less political indoctrination in the tenets of revolutionary charisma. By the 
measure of LERs, China’s military suffered worse than the U.S. military, 
its principal adversary. China’s forces incurred roughly 360,000 casualties, 
whereas the U.S. military lost about 36,000 service members.28 The lopsided 
result reflected, in part, the clear U.S. advantage in advanced weapons and 
equipment, including air dominance. However, by the measure of battlefield 
resilience, China’s military performed well. Even though China’s military 
incurred horrendous casualties, it fought the U.S.-led coalition to a stand-
still, ending the war in stalemate. 

Case Study: The Sino-Vietnam War 
The PLA was unable to recreate its battlefield successes from the Korean 
War in the Sino-Vietnam War of 1979. Although the PLA’s poor perfor-
mance stemmed from a wide array of causes, the PLA’s inflexible adher-
ence to outdated doctrines of human-wave tactics, low morale, and inad-
equate training led to disappointing outcomes. The decision made by China 
to enter the Sino-Vietnam War, which was described by China as a “self-
defensive counterattack,” was triggered in response to Vietnam’s invasion of 
Cambodia in 1978.29 

The PLA leadership had anticipated that this war would be short and 
that China would be victorious against the Vietnamese defense forces, 
especially because China’s forces outnumbered Vietnam’s defenders two to 
one. However, some PLA leaders worried about corruption and nepotism 
among PLA ranks. On several occasions, Deng had referred to members 
of the PLA’s senior officer corps as “undisciplined, arrogant, extravagant, 

28	 Defense Casualty Analysis System, “U.S. Military Casualties – Korean War Casualty 
Summary,” undated. 
29	 Miles Maochun Yu, “The 1979 Sino-Vietnamese War and Its Consequences,” Hoover 
Institution, December 20, 2022. 
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and lazy.”30 Faction-based struggles among reformers and the PLA’s high 
command had also affected Deng’s reform policies, and PLA officers occa-
sionally threatened pro-reform cadres. The problems were compounded by 
inadequate training.31

The Chinese military forces performed poorly. Despite having a sig-
nificant quantitative advantage and comparable weapons and technology, 
and despite facing second-tier Vietnamese militia troops as adversaries, the 
PLA suffered a similar level of casualties of about 32,000 lives. China’s mili-
tary also showed little battlefield resilience. Some units routed, and after 
multiple setbacks and little progress, officials called off the invasion.32 The 
military adhered to similar doctrines of human-wave tactics that it had 
followed in the Korean War. However, to be effective, such tactics relied 
on a supreme confidence in the cause that the leadership espoused. When 
applied to situations in which the people and military no longer uncritically 
embraced the cause of revolutionary socialism, the same tactics proved to 
be highly demoralizing and ineffective. Similarly, the PLA had overcome its 
technological inferiority against U.S. forces in the Korean War with innova-
tive tactics, such as fighting at night. In the Sino-Vietnam War, a lethargic 
and poorly motivated PLA showed a rigid mindset in repeatedly attempt-
ing ineffective tactics, such as frontal assaults, which resulted in multiple 
instances of failure on the battlefield.33

Case Study: The Tiananmen Square Massacre
In 1989, protestors in Beijing demanded reforms amid economic disloca-
tion. China’s leaders eventually decided to end the protests through a brutal 
military suppression. Labeling the protestors as “counterrevolutionaries,” 
the leaders ordered armored units to restore order. On June 3 and 4, PLA 

30	 Baum, 1996, p. 183.
31	 Xiaoming Zhang, Deng Xiaoping’s Long War: The Military Conflict Between China 
and Vietnam, 1979–1991, University of North Carolina Press, 2015.
32	 Yu, 2022. 
33	 Zhang, 2015.
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forces cleared Tiananmen Square with deadly force, which resulted in hun-
dreds of deaths.34

Notably, several military units disobeyed and refused to carry out their 
orders. The insubordination shocked China’s leaders. This disobedience 
suggested that there was considerable disaffection and doubt about the mis-
sion of suppressing domestic counterrevolutionaries.35 If the country’s lead-
ership did not address such disobedience, China’s leaders faced the prospect 
of potential military defiance.

Conclusion

In summary, the revolutionary charisma–based legitimacy of the CCP 
under Mao peaked in the 1960s but steadily declined afterward. Mao’s 
political legitimacy was characterized by his personal charisma and advo-
cacy of Marxist-Leninist ideology. His credentials from military successes 
in the Sino-Japanese War and Chinese Civil War also established him as a 
hero in the eyes of the Chinese population. Revolutionary fervor fueled the 
CCP’s pledges of utopian ideals, although these goals were often unachiev-
able. However, there were successful implementation of some revolutionary 
policies, such as land reforms and collectivization. Mao’s determination to 
retain the population’s strong confidence in the CCP led him to attempt 
utopian goals over and over again despite multiple catastrophic failures. 

The PLA’s development and performance partly reflected the CCP’s basis 
of legitimacy. Its mission was to maintain the CCP’s power and to defend 
national security, but loyalty to Mao’s orders became paramount. Its orga-
nization reflected the egalitarian spirit of communist ideology in its aboli-
tion of ranks. The doctrine of a People’s War also affirmed the importance 
of revolutionary enthusiasm. Bolstered by Mao’s strong political legitimacy, 
the PLA fought with militant enthusiasm and innovative tactics against a 
technologically superior enemy. The PLA showed an impressive battlefield 
resilience, fighting relentlessly despite immense casualties. 

34	 Jonathan D. Spence, The Search for Modern China, W.W. Norton & Company, 1990.
35	 Andrew Scobell, “Why the People’s Army Fired on the People: The Chinese Military 
and Tiananmen,” Armed Forces and Society, Vol. 18, No. 2, Winter 1992.
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Conversely, domestic squabbles and infighting during the 1970s revealed 
the weak political legitimacy of the CCP after Mao died. The military 
reflected the state of the party’s demoralization and weakened legitimacy 
through its underwhelming performance in the Sino-Vietnam War. The 
same tactics and methods of a People’s War did not work when the people 
and military no longer believed uncritically in the party’s communist ideol-
ogy. Despite the setback, the PLA continued to serve the state as the guaran-
tor of communist revolution in the Tiananmen Square massacre. However, 
incidents of suggested insubordination hinted at the depths of disaffection 
and doubt about the party’s legitimacy. Ultimately, Deng’s comprehensive 
reforms were necessary to restore political legitimacy, rebuild the PLA, and 
regain the trust of the people.
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CHAPTER 3

Economic Prosperity Legitimacy

Political legitimacy in the Reform Era (1979–2002) rested on the prom-
ise of a better life for Chinese citizens through economic prosperity. The 
foundations of the new paradigm were laid by paramount leader Deng 
Xiaoping, who initiated but did not complete the CCP’s transition from 
revolutionary charisma legitimacy to economic prosperity legitimacy. 
Deng initiated the transition away from the CCP’s Maoist legacy, but resis-
tance from conservatives in the central leadership impaired its realization. 
Only after Deng’s policy prescriptions prevailed over its opponents, such 
as Chen Yun, did the CCP fully embrace economic prosperity as a basis 
of legitimacy. Deng’s successor, Jiang Zemin, oversaw the consolidation of 
the new paradigm under his tenure. However, by the late 1990s, the exter-
nal costs of rapid growth, including corruption, inequality, and environ-
mental damage, began to erode the CCP’s credibility. Shortly after taking 
power in 2002, Hu Jintao broadened the party’s promises of social welfare 
to bolster political legitimacy. 

While the CCP pivoted its basis of legitimacy to economic prosperity, 
the PLA’s mission and organization similarly transitioned to include con-
stabulary or economic construction tasks in addition to preparations for 
warfighting and deterrence. The transition in the party’s basis of legitimacy 
coincided with a declining willingness among CCP leaders to employ mili-
tary force. The PLA reflected the increasing sensitivity to casualties in its 
own development and performance when it increased its involvement in 
nonwar missions and commercial activity, even as it modernized.
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Deng’s Legacy: Transition from Revolutionary 
Charisma to Economic Prosperity

Deng was a key architect of the CCP’s prioritization of economic growth as 
the source of legitimacy. At the Third Plenum of the 11th Central Commit-
tee in 1978, Deng successfully revised the party’s outlook from the prepara-
tion for war to the recognition that the country faced a peaceful and stable 
situation. This shift freed party leaders to focus on economic construction.1 
Deng would later write, “In 1978, we formulated the policy of wholeheart-
edly pursuing construction based on this judgment,” which laid the intel-
lectual foundation for China’s Reform and Opening policy.2 Following this 
assessment, China’s leaders “stopped using the slogan of ‘taking class strug-
gle as the key link’ and made the historic decision to shift the focus of Party 
and state work to economic construction and carrying out Reform and 
Opening.”3 Deng’s continued support for reform was evident in 1987 as then 
CCP General Secretary Zhao Ziyang’s report to the 13th Party Congress 
declared “economic development as the central task” for party members—a 
determination made possible only with Deng’s support.4

The Third Plenum’s most immediate effect on public legitimacy was its 
decision to allow China’s farmers to engage in decollectivized agricultural 

1	 Sang Donghua [桑东华], “Deng Xiaoping’s Peace Ideas and Its Significance in the 
Times” [“邓小平的和平思想及其时代意义”], Marxism and Reality [马克思主义与现
实], June 17, 2020. 
2	 Deng Xiaoping, Selected Works of Deng Xiaoping: Vol. 3, Foreign Language Press, 
1994, p. 233. 
3	 Research Institute of Party History and Literature of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China [中共中央党史和文献研究院], “Major Events in the Cen-
tenary of the Communist Party of China (July 1921–June 2021)” [“中国共产党一百年
大事记(1921年7月–2021年6月)”], Xinhua, June 28, 2021; Xi Jieren [奚洁人], “Peace and 
Development” [“和平与发展”], Encyclopedia of the Scientific Outlook on Development  
[科学发展观百科辞典], Shanghai Lexicographical Publishing House, 2007. 
4	 Zhao Ziyang [赵紫阳], “Forging Ahead on the Road of Socialism with Chinese Char-
acteristics” [“沿着有中国特色的社会主义道路前进”], speech delivered at the 13th 
National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, October 25, 1978; Richard Baum, 
“The Road to Tiananmen: Chinese Politics in the 1980s,” in Roderick MacFarquhar, ed., 
The Politics of China, 3rd ed., Cambridge University Press, 2011, pp. 402, 407. 
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production.5 Although this decision was not a full marketization of China’s 
agricultural system, this shift allowed incentive-driven systems to increase 
overall productivity and drive greater economic benefits to farmers. CCP 
leaders reinforced those economic benefits with significant price increases 
for grain sold to the state government, which yielded significant increases 
in rural income.6 

Despite Deng’s contributions to the CCP’s pivot to market-friendly pol-
icies, the party continued to experience resistance in its ranks. Powerful 
adherents to the revolutionary charisma–based sources of legitimacy per-
sisted in the last decade of Deng’s rule. For example, after the 1978 Third 
Plenum, the CCP and Deng himself participated in several campaigns pred-
icated on Mao’s revolutionary zeal, including campaigns against Bai Hua in 
1981, spiritual pollution in 1983, and bourgeois liberalization in 1987.7 

By the end of his leadership, Deng continued to draw on both economic 
growth and revolutionary charisma to legitimize the CCP’s—and his—rule. 
After implementing martial law in response to the Tiananmen Square pro-
tests in 1989, Deng asserted, “The economy is still the base; if we didn’t have 
that economic base, the farmers would have risen in rebellion after only ten 
days of student protests.”8 Still, Deng resolved that economic policy could 
not outshine the party’s revolutionary legacy. After assessing that economic 
reform must include political reform, Deng asserted that “you have to con-
sider the realities, you have to think about how many of the old comrades 
in the Party can accept [political reform] right now. You can’t eat yourself 
fat in a day.”9

Deng’s leadership significantly advanced the role of economic growth 
in political legitimacy despite these tensions. While continuing to draw on 

5	 Baum, 1996.
6	 Baum, 1996.
7	 Joseph Fewsmith, “The Dengist Reforms in Historical Perspective,” in Brantly 
Womack, ed., Contemporary Chinese Politics in Historical Perspectivȩ  Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1991, p. 24. 
8	 Zhang Liang, The Tiananmen Papers: The Chinese Leadership’s Decision to Use Force 
Against Their Own People–In Their Own Words, ed. by Andrew J. Nathan and Perry Lin, 
PublicAffairs, 2002, p. 218. 
9	 Liang, 2002, p. 218. 
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revolutionary charisma, the PRC’s promarket policies persisted and largely 
sidelined adherents to Maoism, who continued to agitate for more-orthodox 
Marxist policies in CCP press. Following Deng’s Southern Tour in 1992, 
PRC policies overwhelmingly reflected the principles of Reform and Open-
ing.10 Chen and the other conservative opponents of market reform poli-
cies resigned. Revolutionary charisma legitimacy had been irretrievable cast 
aside as official policy. Deng downplayed the importance of socialist ideol-
ogy, which underscored the postideological focus of the reformist agenda. 
When critics questioned whether Deng’s market-friendly policies repre-
sented socialism or capitalism, he famously commented, “It doesn’t matter 
whether a cat is black or white, as long as it catches mice.”11 

Securing Political Legitimacy Through Economic 
Prosperity

Although the government’s policies firmly embraced the pursuit of eco-
nomic prosperity, political resistance to the changes persisted in the ranks 
of the CCP. The 14th Central Committee’s Fifth Plenum in 1996, which set 
the contours of Ninth Five-Year Plan, was effectively the first major oppor-
tunity for Jiang to present an agenda for China’s governance.12 In this ple-
nary session and the speeches that he delivered afterward, Jiang demon-
strated that CCP leadership remained divided over how to continue China’s 
economic growth without abandoning socialism.13 In other words, even 
though the party had embraced economic growth as the main basis of legiti-

10	 John Wong and Zheng Yongnian, eds., The Nanxun Legacy and China’s Development 
in the Post-Deng Era, Singapore University Press and World Scientific, 2001.
11	 Mark Buckle, “Black Cat, White Cat,” China Daily, August 2, 2018.
12	 The CCP’s pivot to economic prosperity was delayed by Jiang’s struggle to consoli-
date leadership. Party media outlets announced that power had passed to Jiang at the 
Fourth Plenum of the 14th Central Committee in September 1994, but Jiang continued 
maneuvering to consolidate power through 1995 in an ultimately unsuccessful attempt 
to reach Deng’s level of authority over the CCP. See Joseph Fewsmith, Rethinking Chi-
nese Politics, Cambridge University Press, 2021, pp. 77–79; and Joseph Fewsmith, China 
Since Tiananmen: The Politics of Transition, Cambridge University Press, 2001, p. 177.
13	 Fewsmith, 2001, pp. 178–179.
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macy, party members continued to resist the changes. Although party theo-
rists attempted to construct a socialist-market ideology from Deng’s apho-
risms, his successor, Jiang, oversaw a more systematic theoretical defense of 
the party’s new basis of legitimacy.

The Three Represents Campaign
Jiang’s most significant contribution to political legitimacy was to sustain 
the momentum from Deng’s 1992 Southern Tour. In the subsequent years, 
Jiang campaigned to decisively establish the pursuit of economic prosperity 
as the CCP’s primary task. This campaign included Jiang’s guiding ideology 
of the Three Represents, in which he argued that the party’s domestic legiti-
macy depended on its representation of demands from (1) the “advanced 
social forces of production,” (2) the “advanced culture in China,” and  
(3) China’s “broad masses.”14 

The Three Represents solidly placed economic growth at the center of 
CCP activity and legitimacy. Speaking at the Central Party School in 2002, 
Jiang declared that to implement the policies of the Three Represents, the 
CCP “must regard development as its top priority in governing and rejuve-
nating the country.”15 The Three Represents justified the transition from an 
economic system of state or collective ownership to what Jiang described 
as a “modern enterprise system,” which functionally admitted entrepre-
neurs and other bourgeois elites into what had previously been a proletar-
ian party.16 Demonstrating the enduring status of the Three Represents in 
the pantheon of CCP thought, the collective leadership incorporated the 

14	 Li Qinggang [李庆刚], “How the Important Idea of the ‘Three Represents’ Was 
Formed” [“‘三个代表’重要思想是怎样形成的”], Study Times [学习时报], Decem-
ber 19, 2022. 
15	 “General Secretary Jiang Zemin Delivers an Important Speech at the Central Party 
School” [“江泽民总书记在中央党校发表重要讲话”], Xinhua, May 31, 2002.
16	 Alice Miller, “Dilemmas of Globalization and Governance,” in Roderick MacFarqu-
har, ed., The Politics of China, 3rd ed., Cambridge University Press, 2011.
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Three Represents in the CCP’s guiding ideology at the 16th Party Congress 
in 2002.17

Jiang made clear that elevating economic growth through the Three 
Represents meant transitioning away from the revolutionary charisma–
based sources on which the CCP had historically situated its legitimacy. In 
a 2001 speech commemorating the 80th anniversary of the CCP’s founding, 
Jiang declared, “Our Party has transformed from one that leads the people 
in the struggle to seize national power into one that leads the people to hold 
on to national power and governs for a long time.”18 

Theorists explained that the transition in political legitimacy from rev-
olutionary charisma legitimacy to economic prosperity legitimacy was a 
result of concerns that the party might not hold on to power if it did not 
transition to economic prosperity legitimacy. Zheng Bijian, then the execu-
tive vice president of Central Party School and an adviser to Jiang, noted 
that the Three Represents and its corresponding reforms “grew directly out 
of the CCP’s assessments of the reasons for the failure and collapse of the 
Soviet Communist Party, as well as a three-year internal assessment of the 
CCP’s own weaknesses.”19 In particular, the CCP’s internal assessment con-
cluded that it operated in an environment undergoing “broad and profound 
changes” from globalization and international competition, particularly in 
science and technology.20 To respond to these profound changes and avoid 
the fate of the Soviet Communist Party, Jiang advanced the idea of the Three 
Represents to transition the source of political legitimacy from revolution-
ary charisma to one based on economic prosperity. 

17	 Jiang Zemin, “Build a Well-off Society in an All-Round Way and Create a New Situ-
ation in Building Socialism with Chinese Characteristics” [“全面建设小康社会,开创
中国特色社会主义事业新局面”], speech at the 16th National Congress of the Chinese 
Communist Party, November 8, 2002. 
18	 Jiang Zemin, “Speech at the Conference Commemorating the 80th Anniversary of 
the Founding of the Chinese Communist Party” [“江泽民在庆祝中共成立80周年大会
上的讲话”], July 2, 2001; Joseph Fewsmith and Andrew J. Nathan, “Authoritarian Resil-
ience Revisited: Joseph Fewsmith with Response from Andrew J. Nathan,” Journal of 
Contemporary China, Vol. 28, No. 116, 2019.
19	 David Shambaugh, China’s Communist Party: Atrophy and Adaptation, Woodrow 
Wilson Center Press, 2008, p. 113. 
20	 Fewsmith, 2001, pp. 231–232. 
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These efforts culminated in his promise in his 2002 16th Party Con-
gress report to create a “moderately prosperous society” for the Chinese 
people, for which “the most fundamental task” is continued economic work 
and social development.21 According to Bei Cai, the rhetoric of a moder-
ately prosperous society proposed “national economic development as the 
new ‘social goals’ that will lead Chinese people to common prosperity in the 
future” and lessened the legitimacy concerns that arose from the broad and 
profound changes in China’s economic environment.22 Furthermore, these 
themes in the 16th Party Congress report affirmed Jiang’s 2001 call for the 
CCP to reorient itself from a revolutionary party to a governing party; in 
addition to championing the promise of a moderately prosperous society, 
the document highlighted the people’s “fundamental interests” and consid-
ered them “identical” to the task of building socialism with Chinese charac-
teristics.23 Although China’s government had firmly adhered to the Reform 
and Opening policy since the 1990s, Jiang’s efforts vanquished the last of 
major political opposition in the ranks of the CCP and consolidated the 
ideological basis of legitimacy rooted in delivering economic prosperity. 

The Decline of Economic Prosperity as a Source of 
Legitimacy 
The CCP’s embrace of market-friendly policies yielded astonishing eco-
nomic results. For two decades, China enjoyed some of the highest economic 
growth rates in the world. Rapid economic growth lifted hundreds of mil-
lions of people out of poverty and transformed China from one of the poor-
est countries in the world to the second largest economy by 2010.24 However, 
by the early 2000s, central leaders perceived increasing risks and drawbacks 

21	 Jiang, 2002.
22	 Bei Cai, “Official Discourse of a ‘Well-Off Society’: Constructing an Economic State 
and Political Legitimacy,” in Doreen D. Wu, ed., Discourses of Cultural China in the Glo-
balizing Age, Hong Kong University Press, 2007. 
23	 Timothy R. Heath, China’s New Governing Party Paradigm: Political Renewal and the 
Pursuit of National Rejuvenation, Routledge, 2014, pp. 24–25.
24	 Virginia Harrison and Daniele Palumbo, “China Anniversary: How the Country 
Became the World’s ‘Economic Miracle,’” BBC News, September 30, 2019.
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to the growth policies. Breakneck growth fueled income inequality, corrup-
tion, environmental despoilation, and social unrest when developers seized 
land for more factories. Mass unrest surged tenfold from 1993 to 2005. By 
2010, when authorities stopped publishing data on such incidents, China 
was experiencing an estimated 180,000 to 230,000 mass protests per year.25 

Upon taking office in 2002, Hu almost immediately began transitioning 
CCP governance away from Jiang’s vision of legitimacy through economic 
growth to one that promised a broad set of government-provided public 
goods.26 Hu first announced the “Scientific Outlook on Development”—his 
equivalent to Jiang’s Three Represents—in a 2003 speech that highlighted 
“taking people as the basis” and “comprehensive development,” as opposed 
to Jiang’s focus on commercial entities and permissive attitude toward 
unequal economic growth.27 Hu presented his ideas on mitigating growth 
imbalances in the CCP’s development focus later in 2003 at the 16th Central 
Committee Third Plenum meeting, at which Hu argued that “growth is not 
the same as development. If we simply increase quantity and pursue speed 
without paying attention to quality and efficiency, imbalances will arise in 
the coordinated development of our economy, politics, and culture and in 
the harmony between humankind and nature.”28 At the end of the plenary 
session, CCP leaders affirmed they would establish “a comprehensive, coor-
dinated and sustainable outlook on development concept, and [promote] 
the comprehensive development of the economy, society, and people.”29

Under Hu’s leadership, CCP leaders and intellectuals maintained a key 
focus on a comprehensive version of development that reached beyond 
wealth. Chinese state media made clear that the Scientific Outlook on 

25	 Christian Göbel and Lynette H. Ong, Social Unrest in China, Europe China Research 
and Advice Network, 2012.
26	 Heath, 2014.
27	 Shambaugh, 2008, p. 119. 
28	 Hu Jintao, “Speech at the Third Plenary Session of the 16th Central Committee,” 
Xinhua, October 14, 2003. 
29	 “Why Is the Scientific Outlook on Development a Concentrated Expression of the 
Marxist Worldview and Methodology of Development?” [“为什么说科学发展观是马克
思主义关于发展的世界观和方法论的集中体现?”], Communist Party Member Network 
[共产党员网], September 5, 2022. 
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Development was heavily informed by China’s experience of the severe 
acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) epidemic in 2003 and considerations 
of what the Chinese public should be able to expect from their govern-
ment.30 At the National Working Conference on SARS Prevention and 
Control held on July 28, 2003, Hu announced, “We say development is the 
Party’s top priority in governance and national rejuvenation, but this devel-
opment is in no way just economic development. Rather, it is taking eco-
nomic construction as the core and bringing about comprehensive social 
development atop the foundation of economic development.”31 The result 
was an expansive set of public goods—including but not limited to eco-
nomic growth, military training and modernization, foreign policy, politi-
cal work, anticorruption work, talent management, cross-Strait issues, and 
“ethnic work”—that Hu called on the party to provide under the banner of 
the Scientific Outlook on Development.32

Strengthening the Party’s Governing Capacity
CCP leaders under Hu paired the rhetoric of a governing party with sweep-
ing guidance for state reforms to ensure that governance, which was deliv-
ered as the 2004 “Central Committee Decision on Strengthening the Party’s 
Governing Capacity.”33 The 2004 Decision clearly acknowledges the added 
governance burden: 

Under the domestic and international conditions in which opportuni-
ties and challenges coexist, our party must vigorously strengthen its 
ability to govern in order to lead the people of all ethnicities throughout 
the country to build a moderately prosperous society in an all-round 

30	 “The Footprints of the Republic – 2003: Scientific Outlook on Development” [“共和
国的足迹–2003年:科学发展观”], Xinhua, October 10, 2009. 
31	 Zhu Ling [朱玲], ed., Leading China – Ten Years of Brilliant Achievements in Party 
Building Since the 16th Party Congress, Party Building Readers Publishing House [党建
读物出版社], 2014, Chapter 1, Part 1. 
32	 “Introducing the Main Contents of the Second Volume of ‘Selected Works of Hu 
Jintao’” [“‘胡锦涛文选’第二卷主要篇目介绍”], Guangming Daily [光明日报], Septem-
ber 22, 2016. 
33	 “Central Committee Decision on Strengthening the Party’s Governing Capacity”  
[“中共中央关于加强党的执政能力建设的决定”], People’s Daily, September 19, 2004. 
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way and to achieve the three historical tasks of continuing to promote 
modernization, accomplishing the reunification of the motherland, 
and safeguarding world peace and promoting common development.34

Moreover, the first line of the 2004 Decision acknowledges that the CCP 
remains in power only by the “choice of history” and the “choice of the 
people,” which decisively anchors its political legitimacy to its ability to 
deliver on Jiang’s economic promise of a moderately prosperous society 
and the expansive set of goods that Hu promised on the foundation of eco-
nomic development.35 

The 2004 Decision heavily emphasized the professionalization of party 
cadres and a crackdown on corruption. The document itself calls for carry-
ing out an “in-depth anti-corruption struggle” that it claims is “life or death 
for the Party.”36 In a lengthy article explaining the 2004 Decision, Chinese 
Vice President Zeng Qinghong—who also served as president of the Central 
Party School and led the 2004 Decision’s drafting committee—highlighted 
“inadequacies in the quality and ability of party members and cadres,” 
highlighting their “lack of professionalism and sense of responsibility,” their 
“disconnectedness from the masses,” and the “corruption that remains seri-
ous in some departments and work units.”37 According to Zeng’s explana-
tion, the stakes for understanding and implementing the 2004 Decision 
could not be higher for the party’s ability to remain in power; he claimed 
that “without correct theoretical guidance, the party’s governance capacity 
building will lose the correct direction, and if it is not done well, it will even 
lose its governing position.”38 

The 2004 Decision’s focus on professionalizing party cadres was not 
new. Deng oversaw a series of bureaucratic reforms in the 1980s to raise 

34	 “Central Committee Decision on Strengthening the Party’s Governing Capacity,” 2004.
35	 “Central Committee Decision on Strengthening the Party’s Governing Capacity,” 2004.
36	 “Central Committee Decision on Strengthening the Party’s Governing Capacity,” 2004.
37	 Zeng Qinghong [曾庆红], “Programmatic Documents for Strengthening the Party’s 
Ability to Govern” [“加强党的执政能力建设的纲领性文献”], in Selection of Important 
Documents Since the 16th Party Congress [十六大以来重要文献选编], Central Litera-
ture Publishing House [中央文献出版社], 2011.
38	 Zeng, 2011. 
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the status of technically skilled workers and promote them to leadership 
roles over career political officials who had previously enjoyed easy paths 
to higher power.39 Yet, cadre professionalization under Deng made lim-
ited progress because other party leaders remained reluctant to relinquish 
power.40 In contrast, under Hu’s leadership, party leaders placed enormous 
importance on delivering an expansive set of public goods on top of a foun-
dational promise of continued economic growth, and the 2004 Decision 
constituted the party’s recognition that serious efforts to professionalize the 
cadres responsible for delivering those goods would be necessary to remain 
in power. 

Public Support for Economic Prosperity Legitimacy 

Systematic surveys of Chinese academic publications have found the elite 
academic opinion that China’s legitimacy improved over the Jiang-Hu era.41 
However, these surveys also noted new and growing legitimacy challenges. 
Although a supermajority of relevant Chinese academic publications indi-
cated that the CCP was facing challenges to its legitimacy from the tran-
sition to Jiang to Hu, this number receded to approximately one-fifth by 
Hu’s second term. By the end of Hu’s second term, scholars identified a 
broad suite of concerns about political legitimacy beyond simple economic 
growth. Top concerns included socioeconomic inequality, corruption, and 
inefficient bureaucracy. 

Perhaps most troubling for political legitimacy under Hu’s vision was 
academics’ view of dwindling options to resolve these threats and shore 
up political legitimacy. Although Chinese academics initially believed 
that high rates of economic growth could bolster the CCP’s legitimacy, 

39	 Hong Yung Lee, “From Revolutionary Cadres to Bureaucratic Technocrats,” in 
Brantly Womack, ed., Contemporary Chinese Politics in Historical Perspective, Cam-
bridge University Press, 1991, pp. 194–195. 
40	 Lee, 1991, p. 197.
41	 This section draws on two studies that surveyed Chinese academic publications on 
political legitimacy and tabulated their common concerns. The authors acknowledge 
these views are academic views and capture only elite opinion, not popular opinion. 
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by the end of Hu’s second term, only 21 percent of academics appeared to 
believe the same. Moreover, Chinese academic discourse in Hu’s second 
term saw the rise of concerns about a performance dilemma, in which 
Chinese academics doubted the CCP’s ability to deliver public goods and 
services—i.e., to perform—at a level sufficient to maintain its legitimacy 
in the long term. Even though economic growth was once a clear solution 
for the CCP’s legitimacy challenges, Chinese academics did not appear to 
rally around a similar solution once the party had adopted Hu’s vision of 
economic prosperity legitimacy.

Two studies systematically examine Chinese intellectuals’ assessments 
of political legitimacy over the Hu–Jintao era. Gilley and Holbig (2009) sur-
veyed Chinese academic publications on political legitimacy between 2003 
and 2007, while Zeng (2014) did the same for articles published between 
2008 and 2012.42 Both studies assembled a collection of articles referring 
to “legitimacy” [合法性] in the title, which resulted in surveys of 168 arti-
cles published from 2003 to 2007 and another 125 articles published from 
2008 to 2012.43 Both studies used a common coding system to assess how an 
author evaluates political legitimacy in China, perceived threats, suggested 
regime-maintenance strategies, and other cited studies.44 The two studies 
also map to the time periods of the CCP’s 16th and 17th Central Commit-
tees, or Hu’s first and second terms as general secretary. By considering the 
two studies as sequential, readers can use their data to loosely map the tra-
jectory of elite academic opinion on political legitimacy.

Across the two studies, Chinese academic opinion of political legiti-
macy improved between Hu’s two terms. Shown in Table 3.1, in the first 
study, approximately 30 percent of publications assessed that the CCP was 
currently facing a legitimacy crisis, while 68 percent assessed that political 

42	 Bruce Gilley and Heike Holbig, “The Debate on Political Legitimacy in China: A 
Mixed Quantitative/Qualitative Analysis,” Journal of Contemporary China, Vol. 18, 
No. 59, March 2009; Jinghan Zeng, “The Debate on Regime Legitimacy in China: Bridg-
ing the Wide Gulf Between Western and Chinese Scholarship,” Journal of Contempo-
rary China, Vol. 23, No. 88, 2014.
43	 Gilley and Holbig, 2009; Zeng, 2014.
44	 Gilley and Holbig, 2009; Zeng, 2014.
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legitimacy was facing challenges or threats.45 By Hu’s second term, these 
numbers had declined to approximately 20 percent of publications view-
ing the CCP as facing a legitimacy crisis, and only 21 percent assessed 
political legitimacy as facing challenges or threats.46 Notably, in neither 
of the two studies was political legitimacy found to be particularly secure. 
Approximately 20–30 percent of relevant publications—a substantial pro-
portion of elite academics—believed that the CCP was facing a legitimacy 
crisis. Additionally, the second study found only two articles of the 125 
surveyed articles that argued the strength of political legitimacy was high 
or relatively high.47

The studies also showed significant changes in the composition of threat 
over time. Shown in Table 3.2, in the first study, the primary identified 
threats were changing values, including the weakening of communist ide-
ology (63 percent), the exhaustion of revolutionary legitimacy (51 percent), 
and, to a lesser degree, globalization (34 percent).48 By Hu’s second term, 
the proportion of publications concerned about globalization and changing 
values declined to 14 percent and 49 percent, respectively, while the exhaus-
tion of revolutionary legitimacy did not register at all.49 These fears appear 
to have been supplanted by new concerns related to economic growth and 

45	 Gilley and Holbig, 2009, p. 343. 
46	 Zeng, 2014, p. 619. 
47	 Zeng, 2014, p. 619. 
48	 Gilley and Holbig, 2009, p. 343. 
49	 Zeng, 2014, pp. 620–621.

TABLE 3.1

Chinese Academic Assessments on the State of Political 
Legitimacy 

Percentage of Publications

Type of Assessment 2003–2007 2008–2012

CCP is facing a legitimacy crisis. 30% 20%

CCP is facing a legitimacy challenge. 68% 21%

SOURCES: Features data from Gilley and Holbig, 2009; and Zeng, 2014.
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government administration. Large portions of academic articles in the 
second study were concerned about socioeconomic inequality (49 percent), 
corruption (43 percent), and the inefficiencies or incapacity of government 
bureaucracy (39 percent).50 

Corruption has been a longstanding issue in CCP governance, but its 
rise in academic discourse over Hu’s second term suggests that it came into 
clearer opposition with the CCP’s claim to legitimacy. Corruption might 
have been an unsavory—but acceptable—by-product of the Deng-Jiang era 
and its increasing focus on economic growth. Bao Tong, a longtime adviser 
to former General Secretary Zhao Ziyang, argued that tolerating corruption 
was a key component of Deng’s push to stimulate economic growth and that 
“political priorities require[d] that such collateral damage” as rampant cor-
ruption “be forgotten.”51 Even though official CCP records published under 
Jiang condemned such behavior, these records acknowledged that party 

50	 Zeng, 2014, p. 621. 
51	 Bao Tong, “How Deng Xiaoping Helped Create a Corrupt China,” New York Times, 
June 3, 2015. 

TABLE 3.2

Chinese Academic Views on Major Threats to Political Legitimacy 

Percentage of Publications

Type of Threat to Political Legitimacy 2003–2007 2008–2012

Globalization 34% 14%

Changing values 63% 49%

End of revolutionary legitimacy 51% N/A

Socioeconomic inequality N/A 49%

Corruption N/A 43%

Bureaucracy (e.g., inefficiencies, incapacity) N/A 39%

Performance dilemma N/A 21%

Unsustainable rate of economic growth N/A 13%

SOURCES: Features data from Gilley and Holbig 2009; and Zeng 2014.

NOTE: N/A = not applicable.
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officials commonly held such beliefs as “anything goes as long as the local 
economy is doing fine” and “if the economy must be promoted, the disci-
pline must be loosened.”52 In these cases, corruption could be rationalized 
as partially aligned with the legitimizing activity of growth and could be 
ignored. However, regarding Hu’s pivot to legitimizing the CCP by provid-
ing a broader set of public goods and strengthening the party’s governing 
capacity, the corruption that grew under Deng and Jiang became directly 
opposed to the CCP’s claim to legitimacy because it undermined governing 
efficiencies. 

Finally, 21 percent of the surveyed publications expressed concern about 
a performance dilemma, in which authors worried that the CCP would not 
be able to sustain necessary levels of performance to assure Chinese citi-
zens.53 This concern is likely strongly associated with Chinese academics’ 
view of CCP corruption and other obstacles to effectively providing the 
public goods and strong governance that Hu promised, because the state 
government struggled to deliver the services on which it based its legitimacy. 

The emerging Chinese academic concerns of a performance dilemma 
had significant consequences for their assessments of the legitimacy main-
tenance strategies available to the CCP. Although 50 percent of publications 
surveyed in the first study emphasized better, faster, and more-sustainable 
economic growth to maintain legitimacy, only 21 percent of publications in 
the second study did the same; instead, by Hu’s second term, Chinese aca-
demics commonly asserted that economic growth was a fleeting source of 
legitimacy which could not be sustained.54 Some articles published in Hu’s 
second term suggested that economic growth as the foundation for political 
legitimacy should be replaced with a broader slate of public goods and ser-

52	 Shiping Zheng, “Leadership Change, Legitimacy, and Party Transition in China,” 
Journal of Chinese Political Science, Vol. 8, Nos. 1–2, September 2003, p. 52; CCP Cen-
tral Committee Organization Department Research Office [中共中央组织部研究室] 
ed., Collection of Remarks on the Party’s Organization Work Since the 14th Party Con-
gress [十四大以來党的组织工作言论集], Party Building Readers Publishing House [党
建读物出版社], 2014, pp. 5, 66.
53	 Zeng, 2014, p. 620. 
54	 Zeng, 2014, p. 622. 
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vices provided by a service-oriented and capable bureaucracy.55 As we dis-
cussed previously, this is precisely the argument of Hu’s Scientific Outlook 
on Development and the purpose of the Central Committee’s 2004 Deci-
sion.56 The turn away from economic growth toward improving bureau-
cracy as the foundation for legitimacy might be credited to the propaganda 
rollout of Hu’s initiatives, but by the end of Hu’s second term, persistent 
evaluations of the need to improve governance also suggested that the CCP’s 
efforts to strengthen governing capacity were inadequate. 

A second notable change in the legitimacy maintenance strategies Chi-
nese academics recommended regards the role of civil society, or common 
interest organizations that facilitate collective action (see Table 3.3). 
Although only 10 percent of publications surveyed in Hu’s first term ref-
erenced civil society, 27 percent of publications surveyed in Hu’s second 
term proposed civil society as a support to political legitimacy.57 The grow-
ing emphasis on civil society and other nongovernment organizations for 
addressing social needs might be an indirect criticism of the limits of the 
Chinese state’s governing capacity and serve as an alternative way for indi-
vidual Chinese citizens to affect administration in their communities with-
out democratic avenues. 

55	 Zeng, 2014, p. 630. 
56	 “Central Committee Decision on Strengthening the Party’s Governing Capacity,” 2004.
57	 Zeng, 2014, p. 627.

TABLE 3.3

Chinese Academic Recommended Political Legitimacy 
Maintenance Strategies

Percentage of Publications

Type of Political Legitimacy Maintenance Strategy 2003–2007 2008–2012

Economic growth 50% 21%

Improving bureaucracy 25% 46%

Propaganda 48% 38%

Civil society 10% 27%

SOURCES: Features data from Gilley and Holbig, 2009; and Zeng, 2014.
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Although Chinese academics’ overall concerns about political legiti-
macy declined between the 2003–2007 and 2008–2012 periods, the legit-
imacy concerns during the latter period appeared harder to resolve. The 
sharply negative views on political legitimacy in the earlier period, in which 
30 percent perceived a legitimacy crisis and 68 percent perceived legitimacy 
challenges, might have been an artifact of the transition from a revolution-
ary charisma foundation to an economic prosperity foundation of political 
legitimacy. This possibility is made more likely by the majority 51 percent 
of academics expressing concerns about the end of revolutionary legitimacy 
in this period, which suggests that state elites might have perceived politi-
cal legitimacy to be weaker immediately after the transition. The perceived 
legitimacy threats are likely transient and not endogenous to the CCP’s 
source of legitimacy. 

The legitimacy concerns identified in the 2008–2012 period demanded 
more of the CCP’s ability to govern. Notably, legitimacy concerns in the 
2003–2007 period had a ready-made solution in economic growth, which 
half of the surveyed academic publications suggested. Chinese academics 
appeared to largely acknowledge that the party faced some legitimacy chal-
lenges by no longer emphasizing its revolutionary sources of legitimacy, but 
these challenges could be mitigated if the new source of legitimacy was suc-
cessful. By contrast, Chinese academics’ concerns about political legitimacy 
in the 2008–2012 period focused heavily on poor assessments of the par-
ty’s capabilities, such as corruption or inefficient bureaucracy, and on the 
negative externalities of existing policies, such as socioeconomic inequal-
ity. These concerns highlighted problems with the party’s legitimacy. By the 
end of Hu’s second term, discourse around a performance dilemma sug-
gested that the CCP faced enduring and unresolved challenges to delivering 
on the promises of economic prosperity legitimacy.

Military Performance 

The PLA’s missions and performance mirrored the CCP’s evolving basis of 
legitimacy. From 1978 to 2002, the PLA embraced the central leadership’s 
priority placed on rapid economic growth. The PLA continued to priori-
tize support to economic development through 2012, albeit in a different 
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form, when it added external missions to safeguard China’s economic 
growth. Although the PLA’s doctrine and organization upheld the ideal of 
joint capabilities, these efforts yielded inadequate results, partly because of 
the military’s focus on commercial activity. Furthermore, even though the 
PLA’s doctrine, on paper, called for joint capabilities to prevail in a high-end 
local conflict, CCP leaders directed the military to first engage in commer-
cial activity in the 1980s and 1990s and then later to balance combat prepa-
rations with support for economic development. Eventually, the problems of 
corruption and low military readiness spurred China’s leadership to divest 
the PLA from commercial activity and reorient it toward military opera-
tions and improved warfighting capabilities. 

Mission: Support Economic Development 
The CCP’s transition from revolutionary charisma to economic prosperity 
legitimacy reoriented the focus of the PLA’s missions away from suppress-
ing counterrevolutionaries and other enemies of the CCP to supporting for 
China’s economic growth. This reorientation required several steps, such as 
increasing the PLA’s involvement in commercial activity and expanding its 
mission responsibilities to include those related to economic development.

During the 1980s, the PLA’s missions reflected the transition in legiti-
macy. Domestic security remained a key responsibility of the PLA. The mil-
itary occasionally took part in missions to suppress domestic enemies of the 
CCP, such as during the 1989 Tiananmen Square massacre. Central docu-
ments denounced the protestors as “counterrevolutionaries,” and the PLA 
accordingly received orders to remove them through violence. However, 
incidents of insubordination within the armed forces showed that many 
military personnel held mixed feelings about such orders.58

Even though the military carried out domestic security duties, it also 
upheld the mission to support the nation’s economic development. The 1997 
15th Party Congress’s report stated that the military should “subordinate 
itself to and serve the overall interests of national economic development, 
strengthen itself through thrift and hard work, and actively support and 

58	 Scobell, 1992.
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participate in the economic development of the country.”59 The subordina-
tion of defense to development needs was seen in the large-scale downsizing 
of the force, the reduction in the defense share of government spending in 
the 1980s, and the PLA’s heavy involvement in commercial activity through 
the 1980s and 1990s, which authorities approved as a way for the military 
to earn revenue to fund modernization.60 These commercial activities 
included licit businesses in infrastructure development, medicine, mining, 
and transportation, as well as illicit trafficking in arms and black-market 
goods, prostitution, and other criminal activities.61 The negative effects 
on the PLA’s readiness and corruption grew so severe that Jiang eventu-
ally ordered the divestment of China’s military from commercial activity. 
The divestment was largely completed by 2000, although a small number of 
PLA-operated businesses have persisted.62

Despite these shifts, the PLA’s mission sets could not turn to focus 
entirely on economic prosperity while the threat of a near-term conflict 
persisted. Following the accidental U.S. bombing of the Chinese embassy 
in Belgrade in 1999, the PLA sharply accelerated its development of plans 
and capabilities for a potential war against the United States over Taiwan.63 
However, within days of becoming chair of the Central Military Commis-
sion (CMC) in September 2004, Hu eased this urgency with new strategic 
guidance to “struggle to negotiate, prepare to fight, [but] don’t be afraid 
to wait,” which directed the PLA to prioritize long-term preparations for a 
Taiwan conflict rather than short-term ones.64

59	 “Jiang Zemin Congress Report,” Xinhua, September 21, 1997.
60	 Keith Crane, Roger Cliff, Evan S. Medeiros, James Mulvenon, and William H. Over-
holt, Modernizing China’s Military: Opportunities and Constraints, RAND Corporation, 
MG-260-1-AF, 2005.
61	 Thomas J. Bickford, “The Chinese Military and Its Business Operations: The PLA as 
Entrepreneur,” Asian Survey, Vol. 34, No. 5, May 1994.
62	 James Mulvenon, Soldiers of Fortune: The Rise and Fall of the Chinese Military-
Business Complex, 1978–1998, Routledge, 2000.
63	 Lonnie Henley, “PLA Operational Concepts and Centers of Gravity in a Taiwan Con-
flict,” testimony before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission 
Hearing on Cross-Strait Deterrence, February 18, 2021, pp. 1–2. 
64	 Henley, 2021, p. 2. 
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To replace Taiwan-related conflict preparations, Hu announced a new 
mission set for the PLA, commonly termed the New Historic Missions, 
which emphasized mission sets to enable China’s prosperity as its economy 
globalized. Each of the New Historic Missions’ four tasks was attuned to the 
party’s new vision of legitimacy by economic prosperity. First, the PLA must 
provide a powerful guarantee for the CCP to consolidate its ruling position 
by defending it from more powerful nations, ideological attacks from hostile 
Western forces, and “domestic social problems brought about by 3 decades 
of reform and development.”65 Second, the PLA must provide a powerful 
security guarantee for safeguarding the period of strategic opportunity for 
national development, which faced several threats, including domestic chal-
lenges arising from rising per capita income and income inequality.66 Third, 
the PLA must provide a powerful strategic support for safeguarding China’s 
national interests in the maritime, space, and cyberspace domains, which 
also would ensure China’s maritime trade and technological advancement.67 
Fourth, the PLA must give some attention to safeguarding world peace and 
promoting common development—a clear acknowledgement by the CCP 
that China’s continued economic growth was a result of its globalization, 
which exposed it to offshore interests and threats.68

The New Historic Missions and political guidance to safeguard China’s 
economic prosperity gave the PLA an added focus on nontraditional secu-
rity and, by extension, noncombat operations. According to political sci-
entist M. Taylor Fravel, discussions of economic security became promi-
nent in Chinese military publications following the New Historic Missions’ 
introduction, such as one Academy of Military Sciences (AMS) scholar and 
PLA major general’s argument that “nontraditional security with econom-

65	 Daniel M. Hartnett, “The ‘New Historic Missions’: Reflections on Hu Jintao’s Mili-
tary Legacy,” in Roy Kamphausen, David Lai, and Travis Tanner, eds., Assessing the 
People’s Liberation Army in the Hu Jintao Era, U.S. Army War College, Strategic Studies 
Institute, 2014, p. 40.
66	 Hartnett, 2014, p. 46. 
67	 Hartnett, 2014, pp. 47–49.
68	 Hartnett, 2014, p. 55.
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ics at the core is the foundation of national security.”69 Similarly, the PLA 
expanded its focus to include “diverse military tasks,” which consisted of 
both combat and noncombat actions to address both traditional and non-
traditional security threats.70

In addition to China’s safeguarding economic growth, the PLA under 
Hu directly participated in economic work. For example, China’s 2008 
Defense White Paper stated that between 2006 and 2008, the PLA and Peo-
ple’s Armed Police committed 14 million workdays to domestic construc-
tion projects and noted that the PLA “subordinates its development to the 
overall national construction.”71 The PLA’s supporting apparatus also piv-
oted to directly participate in China’s economic work. During this same 
period, China’s national defense mobilization system—a joint state-military 
apparatus designed to sustain military operations with civilian resources—
explicitly shifted its focus away from war preparations toward long-term 
economic development, such as by funding large-scale civilian construction 
products with military resource, and claimed that these developments also 
supported national defense requirements.72 

Organization and Doctrine: Loyalty and Jointness
The PLA’s reform under Jiang accelerated after the 1993 revisions to the mil-
itary strategic guidelines. Modernization made significant gains under this 
guidance through 2010.73 The new guidelines followed the CCP’s assess-
ment that the world was trending toward multipolarity following the col-

69	 M. Taylor Fravel, “Economic Growth, Regime Insecurity, and Military Strategy: 
Explaining the Rise of Noncombat Operations in China,” Asian Security, Vol. 7, No. 3, 
2011, p. 185. 
70	 James Mulvenon, “Chairman Hu and the PLA’s ‘New Historic Missions,’” China 
Leadership Monitor, No. 27, Winter 2009a, p. 7. 
71	 State Council Information Office, China’s National Defense in 2008, January 2009. 
72	 Erin Richter and Howard Wang, China’s Transition to a “War Oriented” National 
Defense Mobilization System, National Bureau of Asian Research, forthcoming. 
73	 David M. Finkelstein, “China’s National Military Strategy: An Overview of the ‘Mili-
tary Strategic Guidelines,’” in Roy Kamphausen and Andrew Scobell, eds., Right Sizing 
the People’s Liberation Army: Exploring the Contours of China’s Military, U.S. Army War 
College, Strategic Studies Institute, 2007, p. 96. 
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lapse of the Soviet Union, that economic development would remain a par-
amount priority for China, and that the nature of warfare was changing 
to “local wars under high-tech conditions.”74 Although the 1993 revisions 
included a reaffirmation of the economic prosperity on which the CCP’s 
legitimacy had been established, these revised strategic guidelines and new 
ones were also driven partly by external factors, such as developments in 
military technology and the nature of warfare.75 Still, progressive reforms 
under the 1993 military strategic guidelines, particularly those under Hu, 
increasingly emphasized the role of economic construction in military mis-
sions, which reflected the enduring—if not total—influence of the party’s 
basis of legitimacy.

The PLA’s reform during this era focused on responding to a “new situ-
ation” [新形势] with stronger party loyalty and improved joint capabilities. 
The reforms are detailed through four major documents. First, the Overall 
Plan for the Adjustment and Reform of the Military Organization by 2005, 
which was released in 2003, detailed new joint-command requirements and 
organizational reforms in the PLA to meet those requirements.76 Second, 
the 2008 Outline on Military Training and Evaluation (OMTE) directed the 
integration of these joint requirements into the PLA’s training exercises.77 
Third, the 2009 Fourth Plenary Session of the 17th Central Committee and 
its approval of the “Central Committee Decision to Strengthen and Improve 
Several Major Issues in Party Building Under the New Situation” charac-
terized this new situation and the need for stronger party loyalty, includ-
ing within the PLA, across every issue area to manage it.78 Fourth, a 2010 

74	 Finkelstein, 2007, pp. 97–102.
75	 Finkelstein, 2007, pp. 97–102.
76	 Ding Wei [丁伟], Wei Xu [魏旭], and Wang Qiaowei [王巧伟], “The Course of Reform 
of National Defense and Armed Forces of the PRC and Its Implications” [“新中国国防和
军队改革历程与启示”], China Military Science [中国军事科学], No. 1, 2016, p. 27.
77	 Liu Fengan [刘逢安] and Li Yun [黎云], “New Generation ‘Outline for Military 
Training and Evaluation’ Promulgated” [新一代‘军事训练与考核大纲’颁发], Xinhua, 
July 24, 2008.
78	 “Communiqué of the Fourth Plenary Session of the 17th Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China” [“中国共产党第十七届中央委员会第四次全体会议公报”], 
Xinhua, September 18, 2009; “Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Deci-
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release from the General Office of the State Council explained that the PLA’s 
required reforms were urgent and the new situation was a challenging secu-
rity environment that threatened China’s economic growth.79 

The reforms incorporated lessons learned from the impressive demon-
stration of U.S. warfighting capacities in the Gulf War. According to Ding 
Wei, a researcher in the AMS Department of Military History and Ency-
clopedia, the CMC acknowledged in 2000 that the PLA needed systemic 
reforms to realize its modernization objectives; as a result, in 2003, the CMC 
released the Overall Plan for the Adjustment and Reform of the Military 
Organization by 2005, which called for an improved joint-operations com-
mand system and clarified command relationships for joint operations.80 
This focus continued into 2008 when CCP leaders released its generational 
OMTE, which introduced a heavy new focus “on improving joint operations 
capabilities as the central theme.”81 The 2008 OMTE superseded a previ-
ous generation of training guidance issued in 2001, which briefly referenced 
joint training but primarily emphasized technology employment in warfare 
and differentiated the PLA services’ training regimens.82 The 2008 OMTE 
was finalized after an experimentation period of several years, which sug-
gests that the top leaders’ efforts to reform the PLA’s training exercises 
began as early as 2006.83 

The PLA’s guidance to improve its joint-operations capability emerged 
concurrently with a maturing concept of informationization, which the PLA 

sion to Strengthen and Improve Several Major Issues in Party Building Under the New 
Situation” [“中共中央加强改进新形势下党建若干重大问题的决定”], Xinhua, Septem-
ber 29, 2009.
79	 General Office of the State Council [国务院办公厅], “71. How to Continue Strength-
ening National Defense and Armed Force Construction?” [“71.如何继续加强国防和军
队建设?”], March 19, 2010.
80	 Ding, Wei, and Wang, 2016, p. 27. 
81	 Liu and Li, 2008.
82	 Dong Wenjiu [董文久] and Su Ruoxhou [苏若舟], “The General Staff Issued the new 
‘Military Training and Assessment Program’” [“总参谋部颁发新的‘军事训练与考核大
纲’”], PLA Daily, August 10, 2001.
83	 Liu and Li, 2008.
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defines as a stage of military modernization that leverages the technologies 
of the Information Age.84 Precisely which platforms, systems, and capa-
bilities compose each stage of modernization have been variably defined 
by the PLA over time. In 2000, Jiang announced that the PLA would be 
required to achieve informationization and mechanization, a prior mod-
ernization stage, as “dual historic missions,” and that the PLA’s top-level 
military strategic guidelines incorporated informationization in 2002.85 
The PLA’s concept of informationized warfare under Jiang and Hu’s lead-
ership grew to encompass joint campaigns and to embrace systems con-
frontation as the basic operational mode of joint campaigns, which sharp-
ened the 2003 Overall Plan for the Adjustment and Reform of the Military 
Organization by 2005 and OMTE requirements in 2008 for improving PLA 
joint capabilities.86 

The PLA’s modernization reflected, in part, the leadership’s efforts to 
modernize the country’s economy, governance, society, and level of technol-
ogy. At the 17th Central Committee’s Fourth Plenary Session in 2009, Hu 
renewed his effort to reform the PLA as part of a broader government reor-
ganization in response to the new situation.87 The party had assessed that it 
faced new “arduous, complex, and onerous tasks in promoting Reform and 
Opening and socialist modernization” and cited imperatives to modernize 

84	 Chen Hui [陈辉] and Chang Ailing [常爱玲], “From an Army Marching On Foot 
to Making Strides Toward Information Warfare—The Chinese Military’s 80-Year 
Historic Leap” [“从徒步行军迈向信息作战—中国军队80年的历史性跨越”], Xinhua, 
July 25, 2017.
85	 Jiang Zemin, “Mechanization and Informatization Are the Dual Historical Tasks 
of Our Military Construction” [“机械化和信息化是我军建设的双重历史任务”], in 
Selected Works of Jiang Zemin: Vol. 3 [江泽民文选第三卷], 2000; Joe McReynolds and 
James Mulvenon, “The Role of Informatization in the People’s Liberation Army Under 
Hu Jintao,” in Roy Kamphausen, David Lai, and Travis Tanner, eds., Assessing the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army in the Hu Jintao Era, U.S. Army War College, Strategic Studies 
Institute, 2014, p. 214. 
86	 McReynolds and Mulvenon, 2014, pp. 216–217; Jeffrey Engstrom, Systems Confronta-
tion and Systems Destruction Warfare: How the Chinese People’s Liberation Army Seeks 
to Wage Modern Warfare, RAND Corporation, RR-1708-OSD, 2018, p. 11. 
87	 “Communiqué of the Fourth Plenary Session of the 17th Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China,” 2009.
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virtually all policy domains.88 In response, the Central Committee collec-
tively approved the 2009 “Central Committee Decision to Strengthen and 
Improve Several Major Issues in Party Building Under the New Situation,” 
which heavily emphasized the need for cadres across the CCP to rededicate 
themselves to the party and described reforms in the government person-
nel system and anticorruption practices.89 The repeated references to the 
urgency and importance of party-building in the 2009 Decision strongly 
reinforce the key objective of stronger party control in government reform.

A 2010 release from the General Office of the State Council clarified 
what the implementation of the 2008 OMTE requirements, 2009 Plenum, 
2009 Decision, and new situation meant for PLA reform. The State Coun-
cil’s release is an implementation document that describes the PLA’s actions 
“in accordance with the spirit of the Fourth Plenary Session of the 17th Cen-
tral Committee and CMC deployment requirements.”90 The 2010 release 
notes that the PLA needed to adapt “to the new situation of China’s security 
environment and new requirements for maintaining development inter-
ests” and clarifies that the new situation included a new party assessment 
of China’s security environment and this assessment’s negative effects on 
future trajectories for economic growth.91 Similar to the 2009 Decision, 
the 2010 release prioritizes party loyalty and emphasizes both the need to 
reinforce the CCP’s absolute leadership over the military and the need to 
improve policies for standardizing troop behavior.92 The release also urges 
military reform that included “vigorously strengthening joint training for 
the whole system and every key component.”93 However, the PLA ultimately 
made insufficient progress in these efforts, which prompted a new round of 
reform in the Xi Jinping era, which we discuss in the next chapter. 

88	 “Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Decision to Strengthen and Improve 
Several Major Issues in Party Building Under the New Situation,” 2009.
89	 “Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Decision to Strengthen and Improve 
Several Major Issues in Party Building Under the New Situation,” 2009.
90	 General Office of the State Council, 2010.
91	 General Office of the State Council, 2010.
92	 General Office of the State Council, 2010.
93	 General Office of the State Council, 2010.
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The People’s Liberation Army’s Performance Under 
Economic Prosperity: Weak Party Control and Rampant 
Corruption
During the 1980s and 1990s, the PLA showed a relatively low combat readi-
ness because it prioritized commercial activity and experienced exten-
sive corruption. The military also became insular and resistant to civilian 
authority. Jiang was ultimately successful in building support within the 
PLA, but, during key moments, such as the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, 
the PLA showed an alarming degree of autonomy. Party control over the 
military eroded further under Hu, who lacked revolutionary credentials, 
who did not share Jiang’s ability to conduct sophisticated politicking, and 
whose authority suffered when Jiang initially refused to cede his position on 
the CMC to Hu. 

In the lead-up to the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, Jiang might have 
succumbed to significant pressure from political and military leaders. 
According to experts Bruce Gilley and Willy Lo-Lap Lam, Jiang had favored 
a nonmilitary diplomatic solution to unifying with Taiwan and had pub-
licly dismissed the possibility that the PLA had military operations to that 
effect.94 However, after Jiang failed to draw Taiwan President Lee Teng-hui 
into negotiation, mounting criticism from CCP and PLA leaders made this 
position untenable. By March 1995, Jiang would acknowledge that “the PLA 
will play an extremely important role in accomplishing reunification” and 
approved the set of military exercises that would compose the 1995–1996 
Taiwan Strait Crisis.95 Citing sources in Beijing, Gilley and Lam contend 
that the PLA acted with minimal supervision from the CCP or state in the 
lead-up to the 1995–1996 exercises, which resulted in excessively provoca-
tive behavior and messaging, including leaking an invasion plan to media in 

94	 Bruce Gilley, Tiger on the Brink: Jiang Zemin and China’s New Elite, University of 
California Press, 1998, pp. 249–258; Willy Wo-Lap Lam, The Era of Jiang Zemin, Pren-
tice Hall, 1999, pp. 172–180.
95	 Gilley, 1998, pp. 252–253.
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1996.96 Jiang followed the PLA’s lead, despite his claims to the contrary, for 
the duration of the 1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis.97 

Still, Jiang eventually co-opted the PLA into his power base and trans-
formed it into one of the leading institutions that championed his personal 
leadership. Jiang afforded PLA leadership significant autonomy in man-
aging military affairs, such as promotions and appointments, and offered 
only high-level policy guidance, except in the case of exceptionally sensi-
tive high-level matters.98 Jiang also readily offered military promotions and 
appointments as favors.99 

Whereas Jiang’s approach to cultivating PLA support was deferential, 
Hu’s approach was largely hands-off. Hu did not attempt to cultivate per-
sonal relationships or extend favors to PLA leaders in the manner of Jiang, 
and Hu’s tenure as CMC chair saw few international crises similar to the 
1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis to test his authority over the PLA.100 Some 
steady erosion—or a continued dearth—of Hu’s authority over the PLA 
likely arose following his anticorruption campaigns. Notably, Hu’s 2008 
“Core Values of Military Personnel” campaign publicly called on the PLA 
to rededicate itself to the CCP and the Chinese people in a messaging effort 
concurrent with the CCP’s ongoing and likely continuously unsuccessful 
efforts to address what it acknowledged to be “serious problems” of cor-
ruption in its ranks.101 The hidden tensions between Hu and the PLA came 
into public view in 2011 when the PLA—apparently without Hu’s knowledge 

96	 Lam, 1999, pp. 174–176.
97	 Gilley, 1998, pp. 257–258.
98	 You Ji, “Jiang Zemin’s Command of the Military,” China Journal, No. 45, January 
2001, p. 136. 
99	 You, 2001, pp. 136–137.
100 Alice Miller, “Hu Jintao and the PLA Brass,” China Leadership Monitor, No. 21, 
Summer 2007, p. 7. 
101 James Mulvenon, “Hu Jintao and the ‘Core Values of Military Personnel,’” China 
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or approval—tested a J-20 stealth fighter while U.S. Secretary of Defense 
Robert Gates was visiting Beijing.102

The result of the Jiang-Hu deferential approach to the PLA was the bal-
looning of corruption across the PLA. Despite Jiang’s 1998 order for the PLA 
to divest from their commercial activities and high-profile audits of PLA 
officials and programs under Hu, PLA corruption persisted, apparently 
unabated by either effort.103 Jiang also kicked off sweeping anticorruption 
efforts throughout China’s party and state apparatus, but continued Chi-
nese media accounts of corruption and slates of new laws, regulations, and 
administrative offices targeting corruption well into the Hu era suggest that 
these efforts made little or otherwise inadequate progress.104 

The PLA’s persistent corruption challenges are likely endogenous to its 
mission set of safeguarding economic growth. Tasking the PLA with adopt-
ing largely constabulary missions and directly contributing millions of 
workdays to civilian construction projects undermined the PLA’s profes-
sionalism and encouraged PLA officers to adopt the thinking of “anything 
goes as long as the local economy is doing fine.”105 The CCP’s economic 
prosperity legitimacy under Jiang and Hu facilitated the spread of corrup-
tion across the whole of the CCP and state apparatus, including the PLA, 
despite repeated anticorruption campaigns. 

Conclusion

The CCP’s legitimacy transition from revolutionary charisma to economic 
prosperity in 2002 and subsequent expansion of governing responsibilities 

102 Willy Wo-Lap Lam, Chinese Politics in the Era of Xi Jinping: Renaissance, Reform, 
or Retrogression? Routledge, 2015, pp. 238–239; Elisabeth Bumiller and Michael Wines, 
“Test of Stealth Fighter Clouds Gates Visit to China,” New York Times, January 11, 2011.
103 “Taking Stock of Successive Central Military Commission Chairmen’s’ Management 
of the Military: Jiang Zemin Prohibits Military Commercial Activity” [“中国历任军委
主席治军盘点：江泽民禁军队经商”], Liberation Daily [解放日报], August 9, 2013.
104 James Mulvenon, “So Crooked They Have to Screw Their Pants On: New Trends in 
Chinese Military Corruption,” China Leadership Monitor, No. 19, Fall 2006.
105 CCP Central Committee Organization Department Research Office, 2014, p. 5. 
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through 2012 rebuilt public trust and confidence after the disasters of the 
Maoist era but simultaneously produced a so-called lost decade, in which 
the PLA missed modernization objectives, engorged itself on commercial 
activity and corruption, and resisted civilian political control. The PLA 
experienced political transitions running parallel to those in China at large; 
CCP leaders deemphasized leaders’ revolutionary credentials in their pur-
suit of economic growth and delivering a broader suite of public goods. As 
a result, the PLA increasingly resisted its civilian leadership, deepened its 
corruption, and resisted demands by top party leaders to carry out organi-
zational and doctrinal reforms.

The loss of revolutionary legitimacy significantly affected the PLA. As 
we discussed in Chapter 2, the PLA has historically self-identified as a revo-
lutionary force, and the revolutionary credentials of civilian party leaders 
have been critical for asserting civilian control over the military. Yet, nei-
ther Jiang nor Hu had Mao’s or Deng’s military record, and both Jiang and 
Hu were left with credibility shortfalls that affected their political control 
over the PLA. Jiang’s credibility shortfall was publicly displayed during the 
1995–1996 Taiwan Strait Crisis, when PLA leaders took advantage of the 
failure of Jiang’s policy regarding Taiwan to assert a more confrontational 
response.106 Jiang mitigated this credibility gap with general deference to 
PLA leadership on military affairs; he effectively traded control for vocal 
political support.107 Hu did not adopt a similar politicking approach with 
PLA leaders, and his authority over military policy diminished, which was 
exhibited by the unauthorized J-20 test in 2011 and unsatisfactory outcomes 
of Hu’s PLA reform plans.108 

The PLA also significantly deepened its economic incentives as the 
CCP’s basis of political legitimacy transitioned to economic growth, which 
fed a persistent challenge of corruption. The 2004 New Historic Missions 
refocused the PLA from traditional security in an era of war and revolu-
tion to a more balanced mission set that included operations to safeguard 

106 Lam, 1999, pp. 174–176; Gilley, 1998, pp. 257–258. 
107 James Mulvenon, “The PLA and the ‘Three Represents’: Jiang’s Bodyguards or Party-
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China’s economic development and to maintain the traditional focus on 
combat readiness.109 Years of prioritizing economic growth had gradually 
hollowed out the PLA as a warfighting institution.110 Because the PLA had 
strong economic incentives and weak political oversight, it sustained its cor-
ruption over the Jiang and Hu era, which, in turn, likely hardened the PLA’s 
resistance to political leadership. 

109 Mulvenon, 2009a, p. 7. 
110 State Council Information Office, 2009.
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CHAPTER 4

National Populism Legitimacy

Beginning under General Secretary Hu Jintao and maturing under Xi Jin-
ping’s leaderships, the CCP recast its legitimacy from economic prosperity 
under Deng Xiaoping, Jiang Zemin, and Hu to one of national populism. 
The premise of national populism legitimacy is that an individual’s ben-
efits should align with those of the nation, empowering both the country 
and the people. In this new paradigm, Hu began to reinforce the CCP’s—
and his own—legitimacy by bolstering national pride, targeting corrup-
tion, improving governance, and reducing inequality. However, Hu’s efforts 
encountered severe challenges when the fiscal constraints imposed by a 
slowing economy and high externality costs limited the government’s abil-
ity to provide equitable services and goods. In response, Xi consolidated this 
approach by promising a much smaller set of benefits for individuals. Xi’s 
approach emphasized the provision of security and preservation of individ-
ual life—combined with an ideological focus on the restoration of national 
prestige and power—and downplayed the robust package of social welfare 
benefits implied by Hu’s vision. Xi’s innovations stabilized the CCP’s legiti-
macy but could not overcome the inevitable weakening of state authority 
that accompanied the economy’s slowdown. 

The adoption of national populism profoundly shaped the PLA’s mis-
sion, doctrine, and performance. This ideology called for a more techni-
cally competent military with a higher capacity for operational competence 
and combat effectiveness. National populism legitimacy also gave the PLA 
a prominent role in bolstering national prestige and dignity through mod-
ernization and demonstrations of national power. At the same time, the 
weakening situation of the Chinese state intensified its sensitivity to risks. 
The result has been that China’s military is defined by paradox—the mili-
tary is more professionally and technically capable than ever before yet con-
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strained by persistent political obligations; the military is more assertive in 
its defense of national interests but averse to significant escalation that could 
result in mass casualties.

Background: Transition from Economic Prosperity 
to National Populism

Similar to the previous transition from revolutionary charisma to economy 
prosperity, the shift in political legitimacy to national populism unfolded 
over many years. The transition began under Hu, who recognized the limits 
of economic prosperity–based legitimacy and instead proposed a more sci-
entific form of development that emphasized governance and the provision 
of a broader array of social welfare goods, including higher incomes, edu-
cation, health, retirement, and other benefits.1 Hu also promoted patriotic 
pride through the national defense education initiatives and through propa-
ganda for major events, such as the 2008 Summer Olympics in Beijing.2 To 
improve the party’s capacity for governance, Hu directed a major effort to 
professionalize the cadre corps through revamped recruitment and promo-
tion standards and extensive training and education.3 

Under Hu, the PLA mirrored the transition to national populism by 
expanding its focus to include a set of New Historic Missions to carry out a 
broad range of nonwar missions and to strengthen its capacity for combat 
operations.4 The PLA played an important role in fostering national pride 
through parades, high-profile exercises, the fielding of prestigious plat-
forms, such as the aircraft carrier Liaoning, and deployments abroad that 
bolstered China’s image and aided endangered citizens. These activities 
included a PLA-led noncombatant evacuation from Libya in 2011, extensive 

1	 Hu Jintao, “Full Text of Hu Jintao’s Report at the 17th Party Congress,” Xinhua, 
November 4, 2007.
2	 Yongnian Zheng, “China Post Olympics: Rising Confidence Amidst Challenges,” 
Briefing Series, No. 42, University of Nottingham, China Policy Institute, September 2008.
3	 Heath, 2014. 
4	 Roy Kamphausen, David Lai, and Travis Tanner, eds., Assessing the People’s Libera-
tion Army in the Hu Jintao Era, U.S. Army War College, Strategic Studies Institute, 2014.
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goodwill cruises and port calls, increases in United Nations (UN) peace-
keeping operations, and the deployment of counterpiracy patrols in the Gulf 
of Aden beginning in late 2008.5

Yet, throughout Hu’s tenure, the old focus on promoting rapid economic 
growth persisted. Annual gross domestic product (GDP) growth averaged 
over 10 percent from 2002 to 2012, which was powered largely by unsus-
tainable debt-driven investment.6 Rising wages, beginning around the early 
2000s, rendered an economic strategy based on low-cost labor unsustain-
able.7 To maintain high growth rates, the country piled on debt and wasted 
resources through unnecessary construction and the maintenance of an 
inefficient state sector.8 The compounding effects of debt, low productivity, 
and demographic aging raised the risk of long-term economic stagnation.9 
Hu also failed to resolve legacy costs of the rapid-growth policies, includ-
ing worsening inequality, severe pollution, an underdeveloped social safety 
net, and rampant corruption.10 Mass protests surged. To control discontent, 
China’s internal security budget ballooned and has exceeded the defense 
budget since 2011.11 Hu’s inability to ensure effective governance, control 
corruption, and place the economy on a sustainable footing has earned him 
considerable criticism. Many Chinese lament this so-called lost decade, in 
which the government failed to overcome structural imbalances.12 

5	 Joel Wuthnow, Arthur S. Ding, Phillip C. Saunders, Andrew Scobell, and  
Andrew N. D. Yang, The PLA Beyond Borders: Chinese Military Operations in Regional 
and Global Context, National Defense University Press, 2021.
6	 World Bank, “GDP Growth (Annual $) – China,” webpage, undated. 
7	 Tom Orlik, “Rising Wages Pose Dilemma for China,” Wall Street Journal, May 17, 
2013. 
8	 Lucy Hornby, “China Locked into Investment-Led Growth by GDP Targets,” Finan-
cial Times, July 22, 2019.
9	 Derek Scissors, A Stagnant China in 2040, Briefly, American Enterprise Institute, 2020. 
10	 Andrea Boltho and Maria Weber, “Did China Follow the East Asian Development 
Model?” European Journal of Comparative Economics, Vol. 6, No. 2, 2018. 
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The PLA also reflected the paradox of an incomplete shift toward a new 
basis of legitimacy. On the one hand, the military expanded its international 
presence and competently executed a variety of nonwar missions, includ-
ing counterpiracy patrols, noncombatant evacuations, and international 
humanitarian assistance and disaster relief. The PLA also acquired modern 
platforms and improved the overall competence and professional caliber 
of its personnel.13 The military also overhauled its approach to recruit-
ment, training, and education to improve the professional competence of 
its force.14 

Yet, on the other hand, the old bias toward self-enrichment persisted, 
which could be seen in subsequent revelations of out-of-control corrup-
tion.15 China’s security-related foreign policy also reflected competing ideas. 
The country continued to prioritize trade and development in its dealings 
with other countries. However, observers detected a subtle shift toward a 
more assertive foreign policy when the government adopted a more con-
frontational stance in several disputes, such as one involving the Philippines 
from 2009 to 2012 and in a standoff involving a Chinese fishing trawler and 
Japanese maritime law enforcement around 2010.16 

In sum, Hu recognized that the party’s reliance on economic growth for 
legitimacy was unsustainable. He began a shift in focus toward governance 
as the basis of legitimacy. This new approach entailed a technocratic vision 
in which the government provided relatively generous social welfare bene-
fits and goods to compensate for an anticipated slowdown in income growth 
while the economy decelerated. Hu also promoted patriotism to augment 
the turn toward governance. To carry this out, Hu oversaw a large-scale 
effort to improve the quality and competence of cadres responsible for car-
rying out a governance agenda. However, Hu’s ambitions were checked by 
inadequate resources for an ambitious governance agenda and the persis-
tence of corruption. The PLA could only progress a limited degree toward 

13	 Kamphausen, Lai, and Tanner, 2014.
14	 Kamphausen, Lai, and Tanner, 2014.
15	 John Garnaut, “Rotting from Within: Investigating the Massive Corruption of the 
Chinese Military,” Foreign Policy, April 16, 2012.
16	 Suisheng Zhao, Hu Jintao’s Foreign Policy Legacy, E-International Relations, 2012. 
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becoming a combat effective force because the military remained riven by 
corruption and its mission of defending national interests was subordinate 
to that of ensuring stable economic growth. A new leader, successor Xi, 
would need to complete the transition to a new basis of political legitimacy.

National Populism Legitimacy

Xi completed the transition to a new basis of legitimacy, which we call 
national populism. This new paradigm carried forward Hu’s idea that legiti-
macy should be based on a blend of improved governance and national pres-
tige to offset declines in potential economic gains. However, Xi modified 
this approach by reducing the set of promised goods to individual Chinese 
citizens to better accord with the reality of fiscal constraints. In particu-
lar, Xi’s national populism emphasized the government’s provision of indi-
vidual security and national dignity and pride. Xi upheld the provision of a 
broader array of governance goods, including higher living standards and 
social welfare benefits, but at the same time, he admitted that these needs 
exceeded what the state could provide. 

Xi appeared to offset the state’s inadequate ability to provide public 
goods by cultivating a public image as a champion of the common man who 
was willing to take on corrupt elites. In doing so, Xi had the benefit of broad 
CCP agreement that Xi should be a powerful leader—certainly more pow-
erful than Hu—to cut through the powerful interest groups that paralyzed 
party decisionmaking and to control the rampant corruption that arose 
as a result.17 These two changes brought about a more sustainable form of 
political legitimacy. However, national populism remains a relatively fragile 
legitimacy because it inherently concedes that the support of individual citi-
zens is conditional; that is, China’s legitimacy is based on the government’s 
ability to ensure the safety and security of Chinese citizens. The anti-elite 
populist sentiment is also fragile because the autocrat depends on elites to 
maintain power and lacks any realistic way to significantly reverse China’s 
destabilizing levels of inequality. These conditions constrain the govern-

17	 Xuezhi Guo, The Politics of the Core Leader in China: Culture, Institution, Legitimacy, 
and Power, Cambridge University Press, 2019, p. 85.
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ment’s options for foreign policy and set hard limits on the government’s 
tolerance for escalation and risk in confrontations over the nation’s interests.

Two weeks after his appointment as general secretary in November 
2012, Xi gave a speech at an exhibit titled the “Road to Revolution,” in which 
he introduced the political slogan of the “Chinese Dream.” Xi exhorted, 
“Everyone is talking about the Chinese Dream,” and then cautioned, “His-
tory tells us that the future and destiny of each individual is closely linked 
to the future and destiny of the country and of the nation. Only when the 
country is good and the nation is good will everyone be good.”18 Xi again 
unified the interests of country, nation, and people under his slogan at the 
National People’s Congress (NPC) in March 2013, at which he announced 
that “to realize the Chinese dream of the great rejuvenation of the Chinese 
nation, we must realize the prosperity of the country, the rejuvenation of the 
nation, and the happiness of the people.”19

Chinese state media further emphasized the populist message of the 
Chinese Dream through propaganda campaigns after both speeches. 
Shortly after the November 2012 Road to Revolution speech, Xinhua pub-
lished an atypically long article titled “‘The People Are the Source of Our 
Strength’—A Chronicle of Chinese Communist Party Central Committee 
General Secretary Xi Jinping,” which introduced Xi to the Chinese popu-
lace with unusual intimacy.20 The article portrayed him as a righteous and 
hardworking man of the people who “uses plain language to talk about 
big issues.” The article also offered personal details about Xi, such as his 
decades-long habit of daily phone calls with his wife Peng Liyuan and his 
tradition of making New Year’s dumplings.21 Xinhua continued to reinforce 

18	 “Xi Jinping: Following the Past and Heralding the Future, Continue Marching 
Onward Toward the Goal of the Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation” [“习近
平：承前启后继往开来继续朝着中华民族伟大复兴目标奋勇前进”], Xinhua, Novem-
ber 29, 2012. 
19	 “Xi Jinping: Address at the First Session of the 12th National People’s Congress” [“习
近平：在十二届全国人大一次会议上的讲话”], Xinhua, March 17, 2013. 
20	 “‘The People Are the Source of Our Strength’—A Chronicle of Chinese Communist 
Party Central Committee General Secretary Xi Jinping,” Xinhua, December 25, 2012. 
21	 “‘The People Are the Source of Our Strength’—A Chronicle of Chinese Communist 
Party Central Committee General Secretary Xi Jinping,” 2012; Chun Han Wong, Party 
of One, 2023, p. 55.
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Xi’s “man of the people” image thereafter, notably in an article showing Xi 
waiting in line to purchase steamed buns.22 

Similarly, after Xi’s March 2013 NPC speech, state media emphasized 
populist themes. Xinhua counted 44 mentions of “the people” in Xi’s speech 
and explained that “the Chinese Dream is the people’s dream, which must 
be realized by closely relying on the people and must continue to benefit the 
people.”23 The logic of these propaganda efforts appears to be reinforcing 
the narrative that claims Xi is a different kind of politician; when he calls for 
aligning national and personal benefits, the Chinese people can and should 
trust that he has their best interests in mind. 

The government has promoted the appearance of leadership concern 
about the people at the same time that it acknowledges that its ability to 
actual improve the situation of citizens has declined. At the 20th Party Con-
gress in 2022, Xi defined the “main contradiction” that is confronting the 
nation in the “new era” as the “ever growing needs of the people for a better 
life” and the country’s “unbalanced and inadequate development.”24 Nota-
bly, Chinese authorities have not promised to generate the resources to over-
come the gap and, instead, opted to temper the public’s expectations. Chi-
nese authorities also recognize that the party’s inability to stamp out official 
corruption and reduce inequality have further sapped public support. Xi 
called corruption the “greatest threat” to CCP rule and acknowledged “large 
disparities” in income distribution as among the “many areas” in which the 
government has “fallen short.”25 Top party leaders have frequently stressed 
the importance of lowering expectations and setting feasible policy goals 
that are consistent with the country’s finances. For example, in a 2021 
speech, Xi reportedly stressed that officials “cannot set too high goals” and 

22	 “Xi Jinping Lines Up to Buy Steamed Buns” [“习近平排队买包子”], Communist 
Party Member Online [共产党员网], December 28, 2013.
23	 “Feature: Xi Jinping Mentions the ‘Chinese Dream’ Nine Times” [“特写：习近平九提’
中国梦’”], Xinhua, March 17, 2013. 
24	 Xi Jinping, “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at 20th Party Congress,” Xinhua, Octo-
ber 16, 2022.
25	 Xi Jinping, “Full Text of Xi Jinping’s Report at the 19th Party Congress,” Xinhua, 
November 3, 2017. 
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warned against spending too much on social welfare, which might result in 
“raising idlers.”26

China’s government under Xi emphasized anticorruption, national 
security, and national prestige as key duties of the government in lieu of 
an expansive suite of public goods. Upon taking office, Xi inaugurated a 
sweeping anticorruption campaign that violated many norms. Xi targeted 
numerous senior-level officials, including former CMC Vice Chairs Guo 
Boxiong and Xu Caihou and a former member of the Politburo Standing 
Committee, Zhou Yongkang.27 Xi justified the crackdown with populist 
language that condemned the luxurious and decadent behavior of corrupt 
elites and promised more competent governance. Xi has explained that 
there are “many problems within the Party that need to be resolved,” par-
ticularly “corruption,” “being divorced from the people,” and “formalism 
and bureaucratism.”28

In addition to the crackdown on corruption, Xi has elevated the impor-
tance of security and the need to manage risks in both nontraditional and 
traditional domains. In 2013, he defined security in unusually comprehen-
sive terms that spanned virtually all domains of policy, including ecology, 
culture, and technology.29 Security concerns have led to tighter technology 
controls and the politicization of health policy. For example, during the 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, the government imple-
mented strict controls to minimize casualties from the pandemic, which 
was described as a Zero-COVID policy, and to bolster popular confidence in 
the government. The Zero-COVID policy imposed a major burden on state 
finances, yet the government maintained this policy until the highly trans-
missible variants overwhelmed the controls. State media suppressed news of 

26	 Xi Jinping, “Solidly Promote Common Prosperity” [“扎实推动共同富裕”], Seeking 
Truth [求是], October 15, 2021. 
27	 “Xi’s Graft Crackdown Is Set to Snare Record Numbers of Officials,” Bloomberg 
News, last updated November 14, 2023.
28	 “Xinhua Insight: Four Years on, Xi’s War on Corruption Is More Than Hunting 
Tigers, Flies,” Xinhua, December 9, 2016. 
29	 Katja Drinhausen and Helena Legarda, “Comprehensive National Security” 
Unleashed: How Xi’s Approach Shapes China’s Policies at Home and Abroad, Mercator 
Institute for China Studies, 2022.
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state failures and, instead, repeatedly highlighted the government’s efforts 
to minimize casualties.30

Xi has also taken a more assertive approach to the defense of national 
interests. Building on Hu’s promulgation of New Historic Missions for the 
PLA, Xi has directed military and paramilitary forces to protect China’s 
territory, sovereignty, and overseas interests through methods other than 
war. Under Xi, China has built artificial islands in the South China Sea and 
employed coercive gray-zone operations to intimidate neighbors in Taiwan 
and over disputed features in the East and South China Seas.31

In sum, China’s government under Xi has consolidated its vision of polit-
ical legitimacy based on national populism. Because of the CCP’s receding 
ability to deliver costly economic and social welfare benefits, the party has 
increasingly based its legitimacy on the idea that top leaders sympathize 
with the plight of common citizens, uphold fairness, ensure national secu-
rity, and protect the nation’s dignity and interests. However, the persistent 
problems of inequality, diminishing prospects, and local malfeasance make 
the government’s appeal perpetually fragile. Evidence that the government 
cannot safeguard the lives and well-being of citizens, ensure a fair society, or 
defend the nation’s dignity and interests abroad at an acceptable cost in lives 
and treasure could directly threaten the state’s legitimacy.

Developing the Theory of National Populism
After Xi’s 2013 NPC speech, Central Party School scholars and state media 
continued to elaborate on ideas consistent with our concept of national 
populism. Between 2013 and 2021, the party’s scholars and propagandists 
developed two component ideas. First, CCP scholars and state media sought 
to align individual interests with national interest. This idea primarily 
entailed the limits of individual wealth in achieving national goals and the 
need for the Chinese public to accept their government’s focus on national 

30	 Carla K. Johnson and Maria Cheng, “China’s ‘Zero COVID’ Limits Saved Lives but 
No Clear Exit,” Associated Press, November 28, 2022.
31	 Bonny Lin, Cristina L. Garafola, Bruce McClintock, Jonah Blank, Jeffrey W. Hor-
nung, Karen Schwindt, Jennifer D. P. Moroney, Paul Orner, Dennis Borrman, and  
Sarah W. Denton, Competition in the Gray Zone: Countering China’s Coercion Against 
U.S. Allies and Partners in the Indo-Pacific, RAND Corporation, RR-A594-1, 2022.
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achievement and the provision of security. Second, CCP scholars and state 
media renewed efforts to establish CCP leaders, especially Xi, as populist 
champions who share the experiences of the people and reflect their values. 
The ideas were most clearly elucidated in a 2021 article that explained how 
modern political legitimacy must be derived from the dual sources of regime 
effectiveness and popular political support, which results in a single theory 
of legitimacy through national populism. The article also emphasized the 
importance of tackling corruption, ensuring national security, and defend-
ing the nation’s interests.

Aligning Individual Interest with National Interest and Moving 
Beyond Economic Growth
Immediately after Xi’s 2013 speech, the Central Party School published its 
first comprehensive reframing of political legitimacy as the Chinese Dream. 
Central Party School Professor Xin Ming, who is designated as an authorita-
tive “special current affairs commentator” by Chinese state media, joined a 
long interview on People’s Daily to explain how the Chinese Dream is a new 
basis of legitimacy that is intended to align personal benefit with national 
grandeur.32 The Chinese Dream continues to pursue the goals of “national 
prosperity, national rejuvenation, and the happiness of the people,” includ-
ing the accrual of personal wealth.33 Yet, under the Chinese Dream, personal 
wealth is necessary but insufficient. Xin explains, “The driving force for the 
people’s struggle is material interest, but profit cannot be the objective or 
goal of our struggle” because the wealthy and poor alike remain unfulfilled 
in the absence of a dream worthy of struggle.34 Instead, the dream must 

32	 Zhu Zhengyi [朱正义] and Zhang Xinyu [张馨语], “China Post Group Corporation 
Holds a Special Lecture to Further Study and Implement the Spirit of the Fourth Ple-
nary Session of the 19th Central Committee” [“中国邮政集团公司举办专题辅导报告会 
进一步学习贯彻党的十九届四中全会精神”], China Post Online [中国邮政网], Novem-
ber 22, 2019; “The Record: Central Party School Professor Xin Ming Explains the ‘Chi-
nese Dream’” [“实录：中央党校辛鸣教授解读‘中国梦’”], People’s Daily, March 22, 2013. 
33	 “The Record: Central Party School Professor Xin Ming Explains the ‘Chinese 
Dream,’” 2013. 
34	 “The Record: Central Party School Professor Xin Ming Explains the ‘Chinese 
Dream,’” 2013.
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“express the shared ideals of Chinese society” and “prove the legitimacy of 
China’s development when facing other countries.”35 

In other words, under Xi, the promise of CCP rule began changing from 
the unfettered wealth generation of Deng’s economic prosperity legitimacy 
to a balance of economic well-being, security, fairness, national unity, and 
international respect, which collectively compose the idea that we call 
national populism, but which the Chinese state called “socialism with Chi-
nese characteristics in the new era.”36 This formulation concedes that the 
overall Chinese Dream might provide fewer economic benefits to individu-
als than might have been implied under Hu.

This new position revises—rather than overturns—the legacy of legiti-
macy through economic prosperity. The Chinese Dream argues that perfor-
mance legitimacy predicated on economic growth is necessary but remains 
inadequate to realize national rejuvenation. The Chinese Dream leverages 
the economic wealth that China has accrued and promises to use it to meet 
the new objectives of populism within China and nationalism on the world 
stage. In Marxist terms, China’s economic base had developed to a point 
at which it can now begin to affect domestic and international sociopoliti-
cal superstructures. This position deeply anchors the personal objectives 
of wealth accrual with national objectives of popular support and interna-
tional prestige. According to Professor Xin, “a Chinese person’s dream is 
inseparable from the wealth and power of his country and that of his coun-
trymen. Only in this way will each of our individual dreams stand on solid 
ground and a true possibility of realization.”37

Cultivating a Populist Image
CCP scholars and propagandists continued to burnish the party’s populist 
credentials to build public credibility. In 2015, the Central Party School’s 
official newspaper Study Times published an unusually long article that 

35	 “The Record: Central Party School Professor Xin Ming Explains the ‘Chinese 
Dream,’” 2013.
36	 Xi Jinping, 2022.
37	 “The Record: Central Party School Professor Xin Ming Explains the ‘Chinese 
Dream,’” 2013.
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explicitly discusses “From Whence Comes the CCP’s Capacity to Lead.”38 
This article emphasizes that party cadres must have “both ability and 
political integrity” and characterizes the latter as “hard work, plain living, 
honesty, and dedication to the public” that arises from a “rich grassroots 
experience.”39 The article explains that the “CCP has a special institutional 
arrangement” for party cadres to train at the grassroots and that this institu-
tional arrangement also serves as a mechanism for party leaders to empower 
cadres “who are grounded and have practical experience dealing with com-
plex problems. This is an important source of the CCP’s capacity to lead.”40 

The Study Times article claims that the CCP deserves to lead because it 
has adopted values and experiences that resonate with the populace, which 
Chinese press call the grassroots. In the years preceding the Study Times 
article’s publication, People’s Daily had been trumpeting the “Grassroots 
Everywhere” model that Xi had supposedly innovated while party secre-
tary of the city of Ningde in the 1980s.41 Hagiographic coverage of Xi’s early 
career emphasized that his life was “no different from that of cadres at the 
grassroots” despite Xi having held prestigious staff positions supporting 
the State Council and CMC.42 Between 2012 and 2014, Xi conducted well-
publicized tours of Chinese cities and provinces in an effort that the CCP 
described as “going deep into the front lines of the grassroots to seek out 
the people’s will, investigate the people’s circumstances and sentiment, and 
inquire about their livelihoods.”43 State media coverage shows Xi identify-
ing the people’s challenges and demanding better outcomes for the grass-

38	 Yang Lina [杨丽娜] and Cheng Hongyi [程宏毅], eds., “From Whence Comes 
the CCP’s Capacity to Lead” [“中共的领导力从哪里来”], Study Times [学习时报],  
May 9, 2016. 
39	 Yang and Cheng, 2016. 
40	 Yang and Cheng, 2016. 
41	 Tang Fuxiang [汤伏祥], “The Ins and Outs of Xi Jinping’s ‘Grassroots Everywhere’” 
[“‘习近平’四下基层”的来龙去脉”], People’s Daily Overseas Edition [人民日报海外版], 
February 28, 2014. 
42	 “Secretary Xi Jinping’s Life Has No Difference from Grassroots Cadres” [“习书记在
生活上跟基层干部没啥区别”], Study Times [学习时报], March 1, 2018. 
43	 “The General Secretary at the Grassroots” [“总书记在基层”], Communist Online [共
产党员网], undated. 
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roots when meeting with the Politburo, and in 2023, the CCP’s publishing 
house released a volume of his speeches as Excerpts of Xi Jinping’s Essays on 
Grassroots Governance.44 

Publishing a Comprehensive Theory of National Populism
The dual threads of populism and deriving legitimacy from sources other 
than economic growth were most clearly aligned in a 2021 article published 
in the Journal of the Party School of Hangzhou, which is overseen by the 
Hangzhou Municipal Party Committee. The article by Ren Zhongping, a 
professor of politics and administration at China West Normal Univer-
sity, cogently explained the CCP’s new claims to legitimacy.45 Ren’s basic 
argument was simple: “a ruling party needs support from political legiti-
macy and from political effectiveness, and the two are interdependent and 
indispensable.”46 

Ren diagnosed overreliance on economic growth as a major problem 
for the CCP that Xi decisively resolved. “Since Reform and Opening,” Ren 
explains, “the Party turned to economic construction as the center and main-
tained its political legitimacy through improving economic performance.”47 
Still, according to Ren, “a pure performance legitimacy strategy cannot 
serve as the foundation of legitimacy for the entire political system, and it is 
easy to fall into the ‘performance legitimacy dilemma’” of high corruption, 
growing wealth inequality, and the misalignment of economic and social 
development.48 According to Ren, even “leading cadres unilaterally pursued 

44	 “‘Excerpts of Xi Jinping’s Essays on Grassroots Governance’ Published” [“‘习近平
关于基层治理论述摘编’出版发行”], Xinhua, October 23, 2023; “‘This Situation Must 
Change!’ Xi Jinping Points Out the Grassroots’ Pain Points” [“‘这种状况必须改变”! 习
近平指出基层痛点”], Xinhua, November 27, 2018. 
45	 Ren Zhongping [任中平], “Legitimacy and Effectiveness: How China’s Communist 
Party Responds to the Dual Challenges It Faces in the New Era” [“合法性 有效性：
新时代中国共产党面临的双重挑战及应对方略”], Journal of the Party School of Hang-
zhou [中共杭州市委党校学报], December 22, 2021. This author has the same name as 
a common pseudonym in the People’s Daily newspaper, but he does not have the same 
authoritativeness as the pseudonym.
46	 Ren, 2021. 
47	 Ren, 2021. 
48	 Ren, 2021. 
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economic growth while ignoring social development and issues affecting 
the people’s livelihood,” which undermined the CCP’s capacity to govern.49

In Ren’s account, the CCP under Xi’s leadership resolved these problems 
and restored the party’s legitimacy. First, Xi led an “unprecedented anti-
corruption campaign” and “vigorously promoted developing comprehen-
sive and strict Party governance,” which corrected the excesses of economic 
prosperity legitimacy and returned the party’s focus to serving the people’s 
interest.50 Second, Xi “faced the turning point of development in the new 
era” and “solved a series of governance problems” by proposing and imple-
menting a policy package to “comprehensively deepen reform, improve and 
develop for a New Era a ‘socialist system with Chinese characteristics’” that 
maintained economic growth while making China “a major global player.”51 
In other words, Ren assesses that the CCP under Xi’s leadership reasserted 
populist interests by curbing corruption and improving the party’s perfor-
mance while elevating China’s global standing. Although Ren does not use 
the term national populism, his core argument appears to be that Xi has 
delivered on the Chinese Dream and thereby enhanced political legitimacy 
by moving beyond economic prosperity legitimacy to national populism. 

The National Populism Policy Agenda
Xi completed the transition to a new basis of political legitimacy through 
three important steps. First, he modified the governance agenda by shifting 
away from a focus on economic benefits to the provision of security and the 
preservation of life for each Chinese individual. Second, he complemented 
the party’s effort to build a more-competent, well-trained cadre through an 
anticorruption campaign. Third, he increased the party’s ideological focus 
on the vision of national revival and his personal authority. In particular, 
he emphasized the defense of the nation’s interests, dignity, and prestige. 
Xi advanced the Chinese Dream as an overarching vision that captured all 
three of these themes.

49	 Ren, 2021. 
50	 Ren, 2021. 
51	 Ren, 2021. 
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Upon taking office, Xi clarified that the government did not have the 
resources to deliver on the promises made by the previous government. On 
the one hand, Xi continued to promote the idea that the CCP should pro-
vide sound governance. He published a book, The Governance of China, that 
explained how the party could improve governance in virtually all policy 
fields.52 On the other hand, the reality of decelerating growth rates meant 
that the CCP would have diminishing resources to address the needs of a 
massive population. By 2011, the country had already begun to deindustri-
alize. From 2019 to 2021, China’s annual GDP growth averaged between 6 
and 7 percent, and it declined further in response to the shocks from the 
COVID-19 pandemic.53 The CCP’s ambitious governance agenda stumbled 
in the face of severe fiscal constraints. Xi acknowledged this problem at 
the Third Plenary of the 18th Party Congress, when he announced a “new 
era” defined by a “main contradiction” between the “ever growing needs of 
the people for a better life” and the country’s “unbalanced and inadequate 
development.”54 This contradiction posed a major problem for the economic 
prosperity legitimacy claims because of its recognition that individuals 
expected to gain some benefit in exchange for their political support. 

One way to overcome the contradiction would be for the government to 
carefully select the benefits that it could afford to provide citizens. Under 
Xi, the government’s provision of health care, pensions, unemployment, 
and education all made relatively little progress, which was mostly like 
because of each of those benefits’ enormous expense for a population of over 
1.4 billion.55 China’s government made some progress, especially in efforts 
to reduce poverty in rural areas.56 However, overall, China’s social welfare 
system remained threadbare for most citizens. 

52	 Xi Jinping, The Governance of China: Vol. 1, English ed., Shanghai Press, 2015. 
53	 World Bank, undated. 
54	 “CPC Announces Decision on Comprehensive Reform,” Xinhua, November 13, 2013.
55	 Brad Herbert, “Is Reform on the Horizon for China’s Weak Social Safety Net?” Center 
for Strategic and International Studies, September 9, 2020. 
56	 Camille Boullenois, “Poverty Alleviation in China: The Rise of State-Sponsored Cor-
porate Paternalism,” China Perspectives, Vol. 3, 2020.
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Instead, Xi’s government focused on the provision of security, the pro-
motion of fair institutions and rules, and the preservation of life as direct 
benefits for the people. He also stepped up measures to enhance the coun-
try’s national dignity and prestige. In many ways, this focus on fairness, 
individual life, national security, and national prestige represented a much 
more affordable agenda for a resource-strapped government. This agenda 
also bolstered the government’s long-standing concern about instability and 
the proliferation of threats.

Underscoring this point, Xi created the National Security Commission, 
which he charged with coordinating all security activities domestically and 
abroad. He also articulated a “comprehensive security concept” that blurred 
the lines between traditional military and law enforcement and expanded 
the realm of security policy to economics, culture, politics, and other 
domains.57 China’s government carried out crackdowns on a wide range of 
perceived threats, including pop culture, foreign media, and crime, among 
others. The ramp-up in digital surveillance, police control, and repression 
struck many observers as reflecting an “obsession” with security or an over-
all “securitization” of policy.58

China’s effort to demonstrate its ability to provide security manifested 
clearly during the COVID-19 pandemic. The government aimed to elimi-
nate COVID-19 through extensive quarantine, suppression, and lockdown 
measures, which it called Zero-COVID. The government’s efforts to contain 
COVID-19 initially resulted in a relatively lower death toll. The government 
prioritized the preservation of life over economic growth, which resulted in 
a costly reduction of economic activity. Although the government’s effort to 
preserve life initially enjoyed wide public support, the mounting economic 
costs and stifling restrictions gradually eroded public support. Eventually, 
the enormous cost of the Zero-COVID policy and the spread of highly con-
tagious variants persuaded China’s government to abandon the policy. To 

57	 Xi Jinping, 2020. 
58	 Andrew Latham, “How Xi Jinping’s Obsession with Security Derailed China’s Rise,” 
The Hill, October 25, 2023.
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minimize discontent, the government suppressed reports on the surge in 
deaths that followed the easing of the policy.59

Xi also oversaw more assertive and patriotic policies. Relying heavily 
on paramilitary forces, such as maritime militia and China’s Coast Guard, 
China contended more actively with neighbors in the South China Sea and 
East China Sea over disputed maritime territory. In 2012, China gained con-
trol of Scarborough Reef.60 In subsequent years, Beijing directed a robust 
buildup of artificial islands in the South China Sea. Chinese ships and air-
craft swarmed near the Senkaku Islands on frequent occasions, and PLA 
troops brawled against Indian troops on the border in 2021, which resulted 
in the deaths of 20 Indian and several Chinese soldiers.61 China’s military 
deployed two more prestigious aircraft carriers and successfully sent a lunar 
probe, all of which received ample flag-waving press.62

Public Support for National Populism
Public support for CCP policies appeared to affirm national populism under 
Xi. Despite key setbacks, including popular protests over China’s Zero-
COVID policy, the Chinese public has appeared relatively supportive of 
the central leadership since 2013. In particular, academic research in the Xi 
era shows Chinese citizens have generally positive implicit trust in the CCP 
regime, independent of their explicitly stated trust.63 However, the state’s 
inability to provide equitable services, fairness, and opportunity continues 
to remain a major vulnerability, which has been shown by the low levels of 

59	 Dake Kang, “Ignoring Experts, China’s Sudden Zero COVID-19 Exit Costs Lives,” 
Associated Press, March 24, 2023.
60	 Shuxian Luo, “China’s Decision to Escalate the 2012 Scarborough Shoal Standoff,” in 
Roy D. Kamphausen, ed., China’s Military Decision-Making in Times of Crisis and Con-
flict, National Bureau of Asian Research, 2023.
61	 Jessie Yeung, “Indian and Chinese Troops Fight with Sticks and Bricks in Video,” 
CNN, December 15, 2022.
62	 “China Launches Third Aircraft Carrier,” Xinhua, June 17, 2022.
63	 Haifeng Huang, Chanita Intawan, and Stephen P. Nicholson, “In Government We 
Trust: Implicit Political Trust and Regime Support in China,” Perspectives on Politics, 
Vol. 21, No. 4, 2022.
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support expressed by Chinese citizens for the local officials responsible for 
day-to-day governance.

Political legitimacy under national populism registered the strongest 
support from state elites. Researcher Neil Thomas identified distinct trends 
toward broader support in China’s NPC votes to approve six major annual 
reports presented to the NPC.64 According to Thomas, between 2006 and 
2020, NPC approval rates noticeably ticked up after 2013, which likely 
reflects the transition from Hu’s leadership of the CCP to Xi’s leadership. 65 
This uptick was subtle with the government work report, which registered 
close to 95 percent support in 2012 to nearly 100 percent support in 2014 
and thereafter. 66 The uptick was more dramatic for Ministry of Finance, 
Supreme People’s Court, and Supreme People’s Protectorate work reports, 
for which NPC approval rates reached a nadir of 75 to 80 percent in 2013 
and surged to above 95 percent as of 2020.67 These reports are less politically 
sensitive than the government work report, a portion of which China’s pre-
mier delivers as a keynote address, and is likely a politically safer means for 
NPC representatives to register discontent by voting against or abstaining.68 

The record of popular support for the CCP in the era of Xi shows gener-
ally high approval rates for the central government and low approval rates 
for subnational officials. A poll conducted by Harvard Kennedy School 
found that over 90 percent of Chinese respondents approved of the cen-
tral government’s performance, but only 11 percent stated that they were 
very satisfied with the quality of governance provided by local authori-

64	 These reports include the government work report, the National Development 
and Reform Commission’s report on economic and social development, the Ministry 
of Finance’s report on central and local budgets, the NPC work report, the Supreme 
People’s Court work report, and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate work report. See 
Neil Thomas, “Xi Jinping Is Gaining Support from Party Elites, the Numbers Say,” The 
China Project, March 4, 2021. 
65	 Thomas, 2021. 
66	 Thomas, 2021. 
67	 Thomas, 2021. 
68	 Thomas, 2021. 
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ties.69 According to the authors, the dichotomy between the two levels of 
government might reflect, in part, the division of responsibilities. The cen-
tral government is responsible primarily for diplomacy and military affairs, 
as well as overall political leadership. Control of the propaganda apparatus 
permits the central government to propagandize achievements in foreign 
policy and defense of the nation’s interests. By contrast, local government is 
overwhelmingly responsible for day-to-day governance and the provision of 
social welfare goods, much of which remains threadbare.

Although Beijing’s achievements in foreign policy and military modern-
ization might earn it goodwill among the people, the limitations in gov-
ernance likely take a toll on the party’s legitimacy. Being sensitive to this 
possibility, the central government has frequently intervened to address 
local grievances, especially regarding corruption and occasionally to 
address clear evidence of local malfeasance.70 The appearance of an unfair 
economic system also remains a deeply sensitive issue. When controversy 
emerged over the privileges that many wealthy families gained through 
their use of private tutors, the central government cracked down.71 Anec-
dotal accounts of Chinese citizens’ frustrations with party leadership and Xi 
personally abound, particularly around major political events, such as the 
20th Party Congress in 2022. Netizens who were frustrated by the party’s 
deepening encroachments on private life joked that China was becoming  
“West Korea” [西朝鲜] in reference to the repressive Kim regime in North 
Korea.72 Wealthier Chinese citizens reportedly searched for ways to leave 
China to escape the lockdowns and constant COVID-19 testing that 

69	 Edward Cunningham, Tony Saich, and Jessie Turiel, “Understanding CCP Resil-
ience: Surveying Chinese Public Opinion Through Time,” Harvard Kennedy School, 
July 2020. 
70	 Cheryl Tieh, “China Punished More Than 600,000 Officials in 2021 amid Xi Jin-
ping’s Clampdown on Corruption and Misconduct,” Business Insider, January 23, 2022. 
71	 Helen Davidson, “China’s Crackdown on Tutoring Leaves Parents with New Prob-
lems,” The Guardian, August 3, 2021.
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resulted from its Zero-COVID policy.73 China’s economic recovery from the 
COVID-19 pandemic sputtered, which resulted in widespread unemploy-
ment and surging youth unemployment rates that were significant enough 
that China’s government ceased publishing monthly unemployment figures 
in late 2023.74 

Popular challenges to the CCP regime under Xi were sharpest during the 
protests against the Zero-COVID policy in late 2022. Being the culmina-
tion of several years of lockdowns, pervasive testing, economic malaise, and 
harsher policing in Chinese public spaces, the Zero-COVID policy ignited 
protests that swept across several major Chinese cities and notably featured 
some calling for Xi’s resignation.75 The protests only subsided after CCP 
leaders relaxed the Zero-COVID policy despite having invested much of the 
party’s and Xi’s personal legitimacy in the policy, which marked an appar-
ent victory for public protest against the CCP.76

Still, some academic research suggests that the CCP benefits from deeper 
pools of support for its governance—and political legitimacy by extension—
despite temporary tensions. One recent examination of political trust in 
China found that even though the Chinese public’s self-reported explicit 
trust hinged more heavily on economic factors, such as income status, and 
their assessment of China’s performance writ large, their implicit trust is 
more deeply rooted in political education and socialization.77 Moreover, the 
Chinese public’s implicit trust in the CCP appears untethered to the sources 
of its explicit trust; evaluations of government performance and personal 
family income were found to have little to no effect on the Chinese pub-

73	 Kathy Huang, “‘Runology’: How to ‘Run Away’ From China,” Council on Foreign 
Relations blog, June 1, 2022. 
74	 Claire Fu, “China Suspends Report on Youth Unemployment, Which Was at a 
Record High,” New York Times, August 15, 2023; Alexandra Stevenson and Keith Brad-
sher, “China’s Young Struggle for Jobs in the Post-Outbreak Era,” New York Times, 
May 26, 2020. 
75	 Chris Buckley and Muyi Xiao, “Protests Erupt in Shanghai and Other Chinese Cities 
over Covid Controls,” New York Times, November 26, 2022. 
76	 Keith Bradsher, Chang Che, and Amy Chang Chien, “China Eases ‘Zero Covid’ 
Restrictions in Victory for Protesters,” New York Times, December 7, 2022. 
77	 Huang, Intawan, and Nicholson, 2022, pp. 1355–1357.
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lic’s implicit trust.78 The authors of the article “In Government We Trust: 
Implicit Political Trust and Regime Support in China” explain, “Such dif-
ferences suggest that implicit trust is primarily rooted in early socializa-
tion whereas explicit trust is heavily informed by current circumstances.”79 
Despite a reservoir of goodwill built up from previous years, the COVID-19 
pandemic demonstrated that shortcomings in the government’s ability to 
ensure public safety and order could quickly erode the public’s confidence.

Military Performance 

The PLA has reflected the evolution in the party’s changing basis of legiti-
macy in several ways. First, the military has elevated the overall competence 
and effectiveness of its personnel and institutions, which is similar to how 
the CCP has tried to improve its competence at governance. Second, the 
PLA has continued to focus on the defense of national interests and the pro-
motion of national prestige as important sources of national populism legit-
imacy. Third, the military’s doctrine has embraced an increasingly tech-
nical approach to warfare that reflects, in part, the professionalization of 
the military force, Beijing’s increasing sensitivity to risk and casualties, and 
a persistent anticorruption effort that is consistent with the party’s overall 
effort to bolster public confidence in authorities. 

Shortly after the CCP introduced its new concept of national populism 
in the form of the Chinese Dream in 2013, the party began major struc-
tural reforms that would include the most-sweeping changes to the PLA’s 
mission, organization, and doctrine in a generation. These major reforms 
achieved key objectives, such as advancing party control over the PLA and 
imposing painful changes to the PLA’s force structure. Notably, Hu had 
attempted similar reforms but failed. Xi’s consolidation of power under the 
new national populism paradigm facilitated his efforts to carry out these 
sweeping reforms. 

78	 Huang, Intawan, and Nicholson, 2022, p. 1357.
79	 Huang, Intawan, and Nicholson, 2022, p. 1357.
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Mission: Proactively Shape China’s Security 
Environment
The key shift in PLA missions under Xi is the “comprehensive national 
security concept” that introduces a more proactive peacetime role for the 
PLA.80 According to an explanation in PLA media, this concept “integrates 
planning for war preparation and termination, for deterrence and warfight-
ing, and for military operations in war as well as non-war military activi-
ties,” which injects a heightened PLA operational focus on peacetime and 
crisis.81 The article is explicit that the new national strategic concept calls 
for a more proactive PLA across the board. The article defines chief motiva-
tors for the new guidance as “getting rid of the pattern of passive responses 
in national security maintenance” and, separately, as “taking the initiative 
to break the situation, accumulate strategic advantages, and actively lead a 
transformation of the security situation in a direction favorable to China” 
through nonwar missions.82 

This shift toward increased proactivity appears linked to the broader 
shift from economic prosperity to national populism legitimacy. In parallel 
with Central Party School scholars’ explanations that economic growth is 
insufficient for political legitimacy under Xi, the general secretary himself 
began pushing other party leaders to “take an integrated approach to [eco-
nomic] development and security,” which made both policy areas equally 
important for the first time.83 According to Chinese scholars Zhong Feitong 
and Zhang Yuyan, who have each served as civilian advisers to the CCP’s 
foreign policy apparatus, this transition indicates that CCP leaders are more 
willing to accept risk in foreign affairs and, in particular, are more willing 

80	 Yang Ying [杨颖], “What Is the Purpose of Using Military Force in Peacetime?” [“和
平时期军事力量运用，目的在哪里?”], China Military Online, November 17, 2016. 
81	 Yang, 2016. 
82	 Yang, 2016. 
83	 Howard Wang, “‘Security Is a Prerequisite for Development’: Consensus-Building 
Toward a New Top Priority in the Chinese Communist Party,” Journal of Contemporary 
China, Vol. 32, No. 142, July 2023. 
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to accept the risk of economic blowback for taking more-proactive steps to 
shape its security environment through nonwar missions.84 

Organization and Doctrine: Building a Joint Force
The consolidation of a new basis of legitimacy under Xi coincided with 
more-successful efforts to build a military that is capable of more effectively 
defending the nation’s interests. The PLA went through extensive reforms 
during Xi’s first term to improve the military’s ability to operate as a joint 
force. In 2015, Xi announced a major reorganization of the PLA. These 
reforms followed failed efforts by predecessor Hu to achieve similar results. 
Planning for the 2015 reforms likely began shortly after Xi assumed power. 
The 2013 “Central Committee Decision on Several Major Issues Concern-
ing Comprehensively Deepening Reform” explained that the Xi-era reforms 
aimed to restructure China’s administrative organization across all depart-
ments and modernize the military’s organization and command network. 
Yet, the same directive also emphasized political goals. The reforms created 
a joint theater-command system—a Strategic Support Force responsible for 
the nation’s nuclear, cyber, and space assets—and a national joint-command 
system.85 The reforms improved the military’s skills, professionalism, and 
competence; they also enabled the military to advance toward the goal of 
more effectively defending the nation’s interests in a manner consistent with 
the leadership’s political imperatives.

The military’s cultivation of a populist anticorruption ethos was also 
consistent with the party’s similar efforts to bolster public trust. Propa-
gandists frequently depicted Xi mingling with lower-ranking troops and 
appearing to sympathize with their concerns. Rules also mandated study 

84	 Zhong Feiteng [钟飞腾], “The ‘Dual Circulation’ New Development Pattern and 
Upgrading China’s Foreign Strategy” [“双循环’新发展格局与中国对外战略的升级”], 
Foreign Affairs Review: China Foreign Affairs University Journal [外交评论], Vol. 38, 
No. 2, 2021; Zhang Yuyan [张宇燕], “Seize the Development Initiative to Take an Inte-
grated Approach to Development and Security” [“统筹发展和安全 把握发展主动权”], 
China Social Sciences Journal [中国社会科学报], January 15, 2021.
85	 Phillip C. Saunders, Arthur S. Ding, Andrew Scobell, Andrew N. D. Yang, and Joel 
Wuthnow, eds., Chairman Xi Remakes the PLA: Assessing Chinese Military Reforms, 
National Defense University Press, 2019.
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of Xi Jinping Thought at all levels of the military. At the same time, Chi-
nese authorities loudly proclaimed arrests of high-ranking generals for cor-
ruption.86 The net result has likely been to elevate the military’s capacity 
for advanced combat operations and perhaps bolster political loyalty among 
rank-and-file troops. In his speeches, Xi repeatedly exhorted the military 
to ensure its “readiness for combat” even while he demanded the military 
demonstrate its fealty to party rule.87

PLA reforms also extended to doctrine. In 2020, the PLA announced 
the release of its PLA Joint Operations Outline (Trial), which Chinese state 
media described as “the top-level regulation for the PLA’s system of opera-
tional doctrine in a new era,” noting that it “focuses on clarifying the basic 
issues in organizing and implementing joint operations, unifies operational 
thinking, and clarifies the rights, responsibilities, and procedures guiding 
combat operations.”88 Chinese Ministry of National Defense spokesperson 
Colonel Ren Guoqiang described the Joint Operations Outline (Trial) as “an 
important part of the reform of military policy systems” and solidly tied 
its development to 2016 PLA reforms’ third campaign, which redesigned 
the PLA’s policy systems.89 Moreover, the Joint Operations Outline (Trial) 
likely indicates the production of a new generation of PLA doctrine. A one-
year retrospective of the Joint Operations Outline (Trial) published by PLA 
Daily described the Outline as “the opening chapter of operational doctrine 

86	 Minnie Chan, “China’s Military: New PLA Rule to Cement Troop Loyalty to Presi-
dent Xi Jinping,” South China Morning Post, April 29, 2022.
87	 “Xi Stresses Breaking New Ground for War Preparedness in PLA Eastern Theater 
Command Inspection,” Xinhua, July 6, 2023.
88	 “With Approval of Central Military Commission Chairman Xi Jinping, Central Mil-
itary Commission Issues the ‘Chinese People’s Liberation Army Joint Operations Out-
line (Trial)’” [“经中央军委主席习近平批准 中央军委印发‘中国人民解放军联合作战纲
要（试行）’”], Xinhua, November 13, 2020. 
89	 “‘The Chinese People’s Liberation Army Joint Operations Outline (Trial)’ Promotes 
Liberation and the Development of the Military’s Joint Operations Capabilities” [“‘中国
人民解放军联合作战纲要（试行）’推动解放和发展我军联合作战能力”], Ministry of 
National Defense of the People’s Republic of China, November 26, 2020. 
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in the new era and the guideline for the transformation of training in the 
new era.”90 

Although the Joint Operations Outline (Trial) has been only announced 
and not been publicly released, its status as a top-level regulation likely 
indicates that this outline is the successful doctrinal product of longstand-
ing efforts to transform the PLA into a joint force. According to Ding Wei, 
the CMC acknowledged in 2000 that the PLA needed systemic reforms to 
realize its modernization objectives; as a result, in 2003, the CMC released 
the “Overall Plan for the Adjustment and Reform of the Military Organi-
zation by 2005,” which called for an improved joint-operations command 
system and clarified command relationships for joint operations.91 Efforts 
to achieve this objective continued in 2008 when the CCP released its gen-
erational Outline for Military Training and Evaluation, which introduced a 
heavy new focus “on improving joint operations capabilities as the central 
theme.”92 Official state media descriptions had already described this same 
need as a driving factor in the 2016 PLA reforms, which suggests that prior 
efforts likely failed to yield the joint doctrine, concepts, and capabilities that 
CCP leaders expected from the PLA.93 

The People’s Liberation Army’s Performance 
Under National Populism

The PLA has made significant strides toward modernization and improving 
the professionalism of its force. However, constraints imposed by the rela-

90	 Han Lin [韓林], Wei Bing [魏兵], and Liu Jianwei [劉建偉], “Summary of the First 
Anniversary of the Implementation of the ‘Chinese People’s Liberation Army Joint 
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述”], PLA Daily, January 5, 2022. 
91	 Ding, Wei, and Wang, 2016, p. 27. 
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tive fragility of the state’s legitimacy persist. Signature operations include 
the PLA’s support of the government’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
which showed the careful balance among economic development, focus 
on preserving life, and military modernization. The anticorruption cam-
paign stands out as an example of the progress the PLA has made and the 
limits of that progress. The clashes on the border with India and standoffs 
with neighbors in the maritime domain also exemplify the careful balance 
between defense of national interests and management of risk that is char-
acteristic of the CCP’s national populism legitimacy.

Military developments under Xi have generally shown progress toward 
greater professionalism, competence, and overall capacity for a wider range 
of military operations. Perhaps the most striking development has been the 
realization of joint reforms that Hu had failed to carry out.94 Under Xi, the 
PLA has sustained the persistent deployment of naval ships near the Horn of 
Africa that was inaugurated under Hu. The PLA also added a military base 
in Djibouti in 2015, which expands the potential range of missions that are 
available to China’s forces in East Africa.95 Moreover, through its exercises 
and drills, the PLA has demonstrated an increasing ability to carry out joint 
operations farther from China’s shores.96

A notable development under Xi has been the military’s role in the gov-
ernment’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. PLA forces supported the 
government’s response to COVID-19 through medical support and deploy-
ment of troops to enforce quarantines. The military successfully mobilized 
militia and reservists to leverage civilian assets and databases to scale up the 
production of medical equipment and deliver supplies to quarantined areas. 
Yet, the military did not accomplish this by nationalizing industry or taking 
over manufacturing but by adopting civilian technologies, databases, and 
assets to serve the military’s purposes. In doing so, the PLA showed its abil-

94	 Saunders et al., 2019.
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ity to carefully balance economic development, a focus on preserving lives, 
and military modernization—a feature of the Xi-era PLA.97

Developments related to anticorruption reveal both the progress made 
by the military and the limits of that progress. High-profile arrests and large 
numbers of reported disciplinary actions suggest that the PLA has made 
more progress in controlling corruption within its ranks than it did under 
Hu.98 The central government’s efforts to discipline the PLA is likely aided 
by the fact that the government controls the purse strings. By contrast, for 
civilian cadres, discipline is much more difficult because subnational offi-
cials control access to the overwhelming majority of economic resources. 
Even so, the progress in controlling corruption should not be overstated. 
Corruption remains a major problem, which the purges of top-level officials 
in 2023 revealed.99 The politicized chain of command and lack of indepen-
dent monitoring capabilities makes it extremely difficult for top leaders to 
decisively gain the upper hand over corruption. The problem is compounded 
by the PLA’s insistence on strengthening political controls that eliminate the 
possibility of centers of power outside the CCP that could monitor abuses.100 

Despite modernization gains, the military has generally remained cau-
tious. CCP leaders have refrained from ordering the PLA to conduct combat 
operations. Moreover, the leadership has narrowed the military’s role in 
providing national security. The PLA will be expected to provide “strategic 
support” [战略支撑] to the whole-of-government efforts to maintain favor-
able conditions for the Chinese Dream.101 In other words, the PLA has a 
supporting role in China’s broader vision of comprehensive national secu-
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rity led by the CCP. This point is underscored by the creation of a civilian-
led National Security Commission. According to an explanation in a 2019 
article by PLA Daily, the modification reflects a reassertion of greater party 
authority over PLA operations. This modification also reflects the idea that 
China’s security challenges will be met by coordinated efforts between civil-
ian government authorities and military leaders.102 

The PLA under Xi’s leadership has also demonstrated a growing asser-
tiveness while simultaneously emphasizing crisis management and avoiding 
risks of runaway escalation. Xi has issued strident language about China’s 
right to defend his interests and ordered the military and other elements 
of national power to adhere to a bottom-line policy that does not tolerate 
infringements on the nation’s interests.103 This bottom-line approach calls 
on PLA troops and Chinese diplomats to take more aggressive actions to 
shape China’s security environment.104 In many countries, Chinese diplo-
mats have taken a more aggressive tone in their defense of China and criti-
cism of other countries, which has earned them the moniker Wolf Warrior 
Diplomats.105 Chinese authorities have also not hesitated to use economic 
coercion to intimidate neighbors and register Beijing’s dissatisfaction.106 
Information and influence operations have also increased under Xi, includ-
ing in the United States, Australia, and other Western countries. Xi’s direc-
tives also drove greater assertiveness in PLA and Chinese paramilitary 
operations, which dramatically expanded its coercive activities across Chi-
na’s periphery under his leadership.107 Yet, despite the more aggressive pos-
ture demonstrated by Chinese civilian and PLA operations, China’s lead-
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ers have continued to avoid escalation. For example, in a 2020 clash, PLA 
troops killed 20 Indian soldiers in melee combat. Although the local com-
mander might have acted in accordance with central government guidance 
as he understood it, CCP leaders sought a managed de-escalation in the two 
countries’ relationship while simultaneously working to shape the China-
India border’s security environment through military construction and 
nonmilitary means.108 These activities encapsulate the Xi-led CCP’s prac-
tice of actively shaping security environments through more activity while, 
at the same time, working to ensure that more activity does not escalate into 
broader conflict or war. 

Conclusion

Xi’s tenure coincided with many striking political developments. Xi con-
centrated power in his hands, directed a sweeping anticorruption purge, 
and strengthened party authority and controls across the government and 
broader society. However, despite the disruptions, Xi’s rule also showed 
considerable continuity with his predecessor. Xi built on Hu’s transition 
away from an unsustainable economic prosperity legitimacy to one based 
on a narrower set of public goods and stronger nationalism. Instead of the 
program of sweeping public goods funded by unfettered economic growth 
that was championed by Hu, Xi promoted a national populism agenda that 
emphasized ideals of national revival, prestige, and strength and that tied 
these ideals to individuals primarily through the provision of security and 
reduction of official privilege and corruption. The paradox of the national 
populism vision is that it included both a more assertive and confrontational 
tone in the defense of the nation’s interests and a significant cautiousness 
and sensitivity to potential escalation. China sought to square this circle by 
promoting nonmilitary national achievements, using paramilitary forces to 
safeguard China’s territorial and sovereignty claims, and directing the PLA 

hearing on “U.S-China in 2020: Enduring Problems and Emerging Challenges,” Sep-
tember 9, 2020.
108 U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2021 Annual Report to 
Congress, 2021, pp. 534–539.



Political Legitimacy and the People’s Liberation Army

88

to take coercive operations while using nonmilitary means to hedge against 
broader conflict. 

The peculiar nature of the national populism agenda carried pro-
found implications for the PLA. The result has been that China’s military 
is defined by paradox—the military is more professionally and technically 
capable than ever before yet constrained by persistent political obligations; 
the political leadership is more assertive in its defense of national interests 
but generally averse to large-scale escalation.

Another paradox is the military’s increasing capacity to fight and defend 
the country’s interests combined with a sensitivity to risk. The PLA has 
acquired advanced weapons and equipment on par with the most techno-
logically sophisticated militaries in the world, and the gap in the training 
and education among Chinese and Western militaries has narrowed sub-
stantially. Yet, at the same time, China’s government has avoided major 
combat and emphasized the avoidance of conflict when possible. Unlike the 
government of Mao’s time, this government’s preference for risk manage-
ment and mitigation likely stems, in part, from its awareness of the politi-
cal risks that large-scale war could pose. Widespread devastation and mass 
casualties could directly threaten the CCP’s legitimacy.109 A hint of the 
government’s concern about the potential political dangers of mass casual-
ties can be seen in Beijing’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic, in which 
authorities went to great lengths to demonstrate their commitment to mini-
mizing losses in life as a way to bolster public support. Similarly, the PLA 
has developed the most skilled force in its history yet remains cautious and 
apparently averse to significant conflict escalation. One additional factor 
that can help can explain this tension might be greater military discipline; 
CCP leaders attempt to avoid a conflict escalation that might compromise 
the PLA’s ability to support other political imperatives, such as territorial 
integrity and unification with Taiwan. Another might lie in the political 
sensitivities over military casualties that has appeared in many other indus-
trialized nations and in a well-grounded fear about the escalatory risks of 
engaging in war with countries aligned with the United States. 
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The contrast between a high level of technical skill and low appetite for 
conflict contrasts sharply with Mao. Mao showed an incredible willingness 
to risk large numbers of lives to achieve his goals. Chinese soldiers in the 
1950s and 1960s might have lacked education and technologically sophisti-
cated weapons and equipment, but they fought unhesitatingly and in large 
numbers when ordered to do so. For example, approximately a million or 
more Chinese soldiers died in the Korean War.110 

These developments suggest that Beijing might view its military as hold-
ing a variety of roles in addition to warfighting. Even as the PLA continues 
to improve its jointness and training under realistic conditions, the military 
has not relinquished other key responsibilities, such as bolstering national 
patriotism through high-profile but relatively low-risk actions (e.g., parades, 
demonstrations, exercises, support to gray-zone operations). Although 
these activities might not directly improve the PLA’s lethality, they fulfill 
the PLA’s first strategic support requirement of upholding party leadership. 
To that end, high-risk courses of action will likely continue to be of low 
appeal to a government that is concerned about the political dangers of mass 
casualties. In the event that a crisis were to escalate into a conflict, Chinese 
authorities might be expected to try and limit the exposure of the civilian 
populace to harm and the economy to disruption. Unless the CCP faces 
such a political imperative as the imminent loss of Taiwan, the party is likely 
to favor small-scale operations that rely heavily on automation, long-range 
strikes, and contractors rather than large-scale and high-end conflicts with 
numerous military losses.
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CHAPTER 5

Alternative Futures

In this chapter, we consider several alternative futures for how the CCP’s 
legitimacy could evolve through 2050 and what this would imply about 
the PLA’s performance. Even though no alternative futures analysis can be 
predictive, this effort applies research into the CCP’s history to bound the 
uncertainty regarding its future. The goal of our alternative-futures analysis 
is to illuminate how the PLA’s evolution will depend partly on the nature of 
the political regime that it serves. 

This alternative-futures analysis draws on the two driving variables that 
define prior CCP modes of legitimacy: the ideational benefits and material 
benefits that a state can provide to the people. Ideational benefits include 
identity, prestige, sense of dignity, and compelling collective visions or 
ideologies, such as the promise of communist utopia. In China’s case, ide-
ational benefits can provide an incredibly powerful foundation for politi-
cal legitimacy. However, such a foundation is difficult to sustain and might 
also require a public that has previously endured immense suffering, which 
China did when the CCP seized power in 1949. Efforts to revive ideational 
benefits after Mao Zedong, which both Hu Jintao and Xi Jinping attempted, 
have generally proven relatively disappointing.

Material benefits consist of concrete goods that individuals can experi-
ence, such as wealth, job opportunities, physical security, and social welfare 
benefits. Material benefits can be more easily delivered because they require 
pragmatic policies of economic growth. However, the boost in legitimacy 
tends to be more conditional and can fade as soon as the benefits start to 
fade; in Chapter 3, we showed in our case studies how this occurred in the 
eras of Jiang Zemin and Hu.

Political legitimacy under Mao and, to a lesser extent, Deng Xiaoping 
drew heavily from claims to offer ideational benefits, such as the promise 
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of communist ideals and the elevation of national pride (see Table 5.1). Mao 
and Deng also cultivated personal charisma and revolutionary credentials 
as sources of public faith. Despite both leaders drawing heavily on their rev-
olutionary credentials, neither leader discarded material benefits entirely. 
Mao’s failed Great Leap Forward and other campaigns sought to rapidly 
generate national wealth. Deng further emphasized the role of wealth by ini-
tiating the transition of the CCP’s policy and basis of legitimacy away from 
its focus on the ideational goods of communist revolution toward material 
goods, namely economic prosperity. Jiang and Hu focused on economic 
prosperity—the delivery of material wealth and public goods and services—
as the basis of legitimacy. However, when growth policies proved to be 
unsustainable, Hu began to revive ideational benefits toward the end of his 
tenure, such as the promotion of national pride and patriotism.1 Under Xi, 
the CCP has attempted to balance ideational benefits, including socialist 
ideology, national dignity, and Xi’s personal leadership, with a compara-
tively reduced set of material benefits focused on security and better gover-
nance.2 Future CCP leaders are certain to vary between stronger and weaker 
emphases on ideals and material wealth as the party’s basis of legitimacy, as 
has been the case with the CCP’s past leaders. Table 5.1 summarizes the level 
of emphasis (i.e., high, medium, or low) placed on ideational and material 
benefits for each era of legitimacy.

In our five scenarios, the authority of the state is derived, alternatively 
or in part, from either of these two types of benefits. However, the ben-
efits must both be claimed by the state and be regarded as credible by the 

1	  Jiang, 2001; Hu, 2003. 
2	  Ren, 2021.

TABLE 5.1

Summary of Benefits Offered by Legitimacy Types 

Level of Emphasis

Type of Legitimacy Ideational Benefits Material Benefits

Revolutionary charisma High Low

Economic prosperity Low High

National populism Medium Medium
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populace to secure political legitimacy. In addition to a Baseline scenario, 
we develop four alternative-future scenarios according to variation in ide-
ological fervor and material wealth for the CCP’s basis of legitimacy. In 
these alternative futures, we consider high ideational and material benefits 
in a Rejuvenated China scenario, and then we turn to a Radicalized China 
scenario with high ideational benefits but low material benefits. Our sce-
nario of Fortress China features medium ideational benefits and low mate-
rial benefits, and our Warring States scenario features low benefits of both 
types. Table 5.2 summarizes our five scenarios and the relative emphasis 
placed on ideational and material benefits.

Some of our idealized scenarios have similar legitimation strategies to 
prior CCP leaders’ strategies. For example, in our Radicalized China sce-
nario, the CCP would place a high emphasis on ideological fervor and low 
emphasis on material wealth for its basis of legitimacy. Even though this 
approach might mirror political legitimacy under Mao, differences in Chi-
na’s development level and technological achievement between the histori-
cal case and a hypothetical future would likely indicate substantial varia-
tions in how these factors manifest. 

Our Baseline scenario assumes straight-line projections from the cur-
rent situation, as of early 2024 through 2050. CCP leaders continue the 
current paradigm of national populism, and the PLA focuses on combat 
effectiveness. In this scenario, China continues to modernize its warfight-

TABLE 5.2

Alternative Futures of Political Legitimacy by 2050 

Relative Level of Emphasis

Alternative Future Ideational Benefits Material Benefits

Baseline Medium Medium

Rejuvenated China High High

Radicalized China High Low

Fortress China Medium Low

Warring States Low Low
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ing capabilities, refrains from major combat operations short of political 
imperatives, such as Taiwan, and largely focuses on deterrence and nonwar 
missions. This PLA is potentially willing to cooperate with the United 
States on some transnational threats, such as natural disasters, terrorism, 
and pandemics.

To consider alternative futures, we begin with a scenario that we label 
as Rejuvenated China. In this scenario, China has successfully overseen the 
reinvigoration of its economy, which has resulted in robust growth rates and 
ample opportunities for citizens. The material benefits that the state offers 
its citizens in exchange for their support are significant. Complementing the 
success in economic affairs, party leadership has articulated a compelling 
and popular ideology that resonates deeply with the public. Thus, the state 
has built a strong legitimacy based on the provision of material and ide-
ational benefits. For the PLA, the result is a highly ideological and authori-
tarian yet professional military that is capable of fighting combat opera-
tions at a high level of military effectiveness. To maintain robust economic 
growth, the Rejuvenated China scenario relies on the PLA to secure needed 
inputs and protect access to key markets. The PLA is confident enough 
to contend with the U.S. military in many parts of the world, which has 
resulted in a near-peer rival capable of major combat operations outside the 
first island chain and reaching out to parts of the Middle East. If the rivalry 
were to stabilize, similar to how the U.S.-Soviet rivalry did during the Cold 
War, the PLA in this scenario might be willing to cooperate, to a limited 
extent, with the United States on shared international security concerns.

In our Radicalized China scenario, the CCP shifts its basis of legitimacy 
back to ideological fervor, redoubles its commitments to some sort of com-
pelling ideology, and is led by a charismatic leader. This CCP has opted 
to rely on a compelling set of ideational benefits to compensate for a rela-
tively poorer set of material benefits. Although the party’s strong emphasis 
on ideology is able to maintain an elite corps of zealous soldiers, the lack 
of resources leaves the rest of the military in a poorer state of readiness. 
Because of ideological fervor, the elite PLA forces are much more aggressive 
and willing to take risks. For the U.S. military, this scenario could mean 
that the PLA would be much more willing to risk conventional combat with 
U.S. allies and partners and perhaps with U.S. forces that intervene. Regard-
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ing international threats in this alternate future, China would likely spurn 
opportunities to cooperate with the United States and act on its own. 

In our Fortress China scenario, the CCP attempts to mitigate poor mate-
rial offerings with ideational benefits but lacks the compelling message to 
reach the Radicalized China scenario. Because the party’s claim to legiti-
macy falls short of its objective, CCP leaders become increasingly preoccu-
pied with managing the outcome of that failure with increased attention to 
maintenance operations that maintain stability. Similarly, the PLA’s mission 
sets turn to focus on stability maintenance at the cost of acquisitions and 
training for joint warfighting operations or expeditionary missions. The 
CCP and PLA largely withdraw from managing or influencing world affairs 
and leave the burdens of regional security to other countries. 

In our Warring States scenario, political legitimacy diminishes; a 
weak central leader offers neither ideological fervor nor material wealth 
and instead relies on patronage and corruption to remain in power. This 
arrangement weakens CCP leaders’ authority over rank-and-file cadres 
and over China broadly, which elevates both state and nonstate elites who 
are able to establish rival centers of power. To the extent that it remains 
a single entity, the PLA is riven by corruption and incompetence; its 
officers fall into separate patronage circles, and its forces fragment. To 
gain income, the PLA could coordinate with international criminal and 
insurgent networks, aggravating problems of instability and disorder in 
countries around the world. Table 5.3 summarizes the relative strength of 
legitimacy, the PLA’s effectiveness, and military challenges for the United 
States across our five scenarios.

Baseline Scenario: The People’s Liberation Army 
Under National Populism 

In this Baseline scenario, we outline how the CCP could continue to evolve 
from the national populism of Xi. We first describe how the political legiti-
macy of the state operates and how the public responds. We then describe 
how it could operate in a period of strength and in a period of weakness. 
Finally, we describe how the military reflects the state’s national populism 
legitimacy in its mission, doctrine, organization.
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In this scenario, we envision that China under CCP rule in 2050 shares 
considerable continuity with the country as of 2024. In the intervening time, 
a political succession resulted in a new supreme leader. Although Xi might 
no longer be in office, his successor has built on the basic features of the 
political system that was established by Xi. The regime remains an authori-

TABLE 5.3

Relative Strength of Legitimacy and Military Effectiveness for 
Alterative Futures

Scenario
Relative Strength of 

Legitimacy
Military 

Effectiveness
Military Challenges for 

the United States

Baseline Medium: Government 
acts to defend China’s 
prestige and offers 
highly securitized 
benefits to populace.

Medium: PLA is 
professionalized 
but averse to risking 
casualties.

China conducts 
gray-zone operations 
in border regions 
and Taiwan; limited 
cooperation on shared 
threats.

Rejuvenated 
China

High: Ideologically 
appealing, 
charismatic autocrat 
delivers prosperity 
and competent 
governance.

High: PLA is 
motivated and 
professionalized.

Peer military motivated 
and capable of major 
combat operations in 
many parts of world; 
possible cooperation on 
some shared threats.

Radicalized 
China

Medium: Government 
is highly motivated by 
ideology but limited 
in its ability to deliver 
public goods.

Medium: PLA 
has capable elite 
units, but rest 
of the military is 
demoralized and 
lacks readiness. 

China shows aggression 
against neighbors 
by motivated but 
modestly sized elite 
troop formations; China 
deals with international 
threats without U.S. 
coordination.

Fortress 
China

Medium: Government 
has medium level of 
ideological appeal, but 
incompetent, insular 
elites are occupied 
with managing 
domestic unrest.

Low: PLA is 
burdened 
with stability 
maintenance at 
the expense of 
expeditionary 
operations.

China refuses any 
international obligation, 
leaving the United States 
to manage alone.

Warring 
States 

Low: Eroded political 
authority is contested 
by state and nonstate 
elites, resulting in a 
fragmented state.

Low: PLA is corrupt 
and inept; it possibly 
has extensive 
collaboration with 
criminals.

PLA coordinates with 
criminals and other 
violent nonstate actors 
to profit at the expense 
of the United States and 
its allies.
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tarian state that is characterized by personalistic rule, a strengthened CCP, 
and repression, which is augmented by digital surveillance technologies. 

In this hypothetical future, China’s political system features a single 
strong autocrat who has successfully neutralized his rivals. We pass over the 
details of how this individual ascended to supreme power, whether by vio-
lent or peaceful means. The important point is that the supreme leader has 
built on the innovations that were undertaken by Xi to create a more cen-
tralized, repressive regime. At the same time, fundamental economic weak-
nesses have not been resolved. To bolster public support, Chinese authori-
ties have pledged to ensure public security and the preservation of life. 
Chinese authorities continue invest in improving the quality of government 
services, even though the net improvement in governance remains modest. 
Chinese authorities also continue to emphasize ideational benefits, such as 
national prestige and dignity, through assertive protection of China’s rights 
and nonwar methods of countering challengers. However, they continue to 
avoid wars that could result in large-scale casualties, which could harm the 
state’s legitimacy. The result is a politically strong autocrat that paradoxi-
cally experiences relatively moderate levels of legitimacy. 

The CCP in this scenario remains firmly in control. State institutions 
remain relatively weak and immature; their decisionmaking power is easily 
overturned by behind closed-door decisions. The real power remains with 
the individuals and groups closely linked to the supreme leader. The state 
has continued to promote an ideology that blends a heroic cult of person-
ality with traditional socialist rhetoric. No independent organizations or 
entities are tolerated, and CCP party committees continue to penetrate and 
control businesses, government bureaucracies, and social organizations. 
Media continues to be strongly censored, and news is monopolized by the 
state. The government bureaucracies remain penetrated and controlled by 
party organizations; for example, the Ministry of National Defense remains 
a largely ceremonial entity with few real responsibilities. The business sector 
also remains dominated by party-controlled entities, and state-owned enter-
prises play a dominant role in the economy.

The highly centralized nature of the regime, a lack of independent insti-
tutions, and relentless repression result in a degree of political stability. 
However, such stability also comes at a cost. Corruption persists. Shoddy 
infrastructure, goods, and services have damaged the reputation of Chinese 
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industries and state-owned enterprises. The fundamental problem of inad-
equate resources to meet the needs of the people persists. Most people see 
little benefit to CCP rule, and there are marginal opportunities for political 
participation or for economic and social advancement. 

China’s government becomes ever more reliant on digital surveillance 
technologies, information control, and repression to maintain stability. To 
ease pressure, the state routinely pumps up nationalism, but this ideology 
resonates poorly with the public who have been disillusioned with the state’s 
inadequate governance capacity. Chinese authorities blame enemy foreign 
powers for provoking instability, undermining CCP rule, and causing eco-
nomic stagnation. China’s tensions with the United States and Western 
countries worsen, and Beijing has become more belligerent in its propa-
ganda. However, Beijing remains sensitive to potential escalation because 
it fears the political dangers of civilian casualties that could arise from war. 
Although trade with the world continues, the volume has experienced a rel-
ative decline because the leadership attempts to reduce exposure to Western 
sanctions and improve its self-reliance.

The leadership’s goals continue to prioritize survival of the supreme 
leader, maintenance of CCP rule, and overall social and political stabil-
ity. Party leaders regard the United States as a threat, primarily in terms of 
political subversion, information operations, and economic warfare. China 
also regards the persistent threats and instability from partner countries in 
the Belt and Road Initiative as menacing.

Military Performance
Being a centralized, autocratic state that features extensive corruption and 
anemic growth in this Baseline scenario, China evokes features commonly 
seen around the developing world. Accordingly, the military’s status has 
evolved in a direction that resembles the status of militaries typical of the 
developing world. In general, the military features a two-tier system; a rela-
tively small set of elite units is under the firm control of the autocrat, and the 
rest of the force experiences lower levels of modernization and readiness. 
Key missions include coup proofing, controlling domestic rivals, ensuring 
domestic security, and protecting the borders. Chinese leaders also direct 
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select forces to attack the country’s enemies through information opera-
tions, sabotage, cyberattacks, and other indirect methods.

The military’s missions reflect the nature of the political system and its 
locus of legitimacy. The PLA upholds the basic set of responsibilities to keep 
the strong man in power and, secondarily, the CCP in power. The military 
is focused on defending the nation’s sovereignty and territory, albeit in close 
coordination with civilian authorities. The PLA also maintains its mission 
to protect overseas interests, although, again, this is done in close coordina-
tion with civilian authorities. The PLA also upholds its mission of promot-
ing international peace and order through a network of partners who are 
almost all autocrats. 

The specific tasks favored by this military include operations that do not 
eagerly sacrifice the lives of elite troops or even of the mass of regular forces. 
The reason owes to politics. Because of the population’s general ambivalence 
toward the regime, the autocrat cannot be sure of the level of support in a 
war. The PLA supports the regime’s efforts to shape the international order 
through nonwar missions, such as humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, 
participation in UN peacekeeping operations, and counterpiracy patrols. 
However, elite forces seek opportunities to hone their warfighting skills 
through participation in combat operations, and the leadership, which is 
eager to advance the cause of its autocratic partners, has been more willing 
to deploy small detachments of combat forces abroad, often alongside part-
ner militaries. Counterinsurgency, counterterrorism, and other missions 
against nonstate actors who struggle against partner governments remain 
the main missions undertaken by the PLA. 

A minority of troops belong to elite units that are stationed primar-
ily near Beijing. These units are equipped with the best and most-modern 
weapons and armaments. The troops are all hand-selected for their quali-
ties of personal loyalty and skill. The training that is undertaken by the elite 
units is the best offered in China, and the generous salaries and benefits 
offered to these troops in addition to lavish care and attention from the top 
leadership ensures their firm loyalty. Relentlessly indoctrinated in the ideol-
ogy of personal loyalty to the supreme leader and to the CCP’s goals, these 
troops are motivated, well-trained, and skilled. 

In fact, among the elite troops, a few brigades are named as the body-
guard for the supreme leader. Bearing his name, these units pledge absolute 
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loyalty to the top leader in a manner similar to Iraq’s Republican Guards 
and other elite household troops or bodyguard units in developing coun-
tries. However, the vast majority of the PLA troops has a decidedly inferior 
quality. Because of the military’s inability to attract sufficient numbers of 
motivated, educated volunteers, the PLA continues to rely on conscription 
for as much as 25 to 50 percent of its force. The weapons and armaments for 
these forces are generally older and, in some cases, obsolete. 

The rest of the PLA consists of a blend of mostly obsolete but also some 
capable, well-trained units in every theater. The majority of units employ 
outdated equipment and carry out training inconsistently, which results in a 
generally lower level of readiness. However, each theater relies on a handful 
of well-prepared units to carry out relevant missions, which are generally of 
a limited nature. However, none of these theater units can match the elite 
units based near the capital in terms of quality of troops and equipment.

The PLA’s doctrine emphasizes a technical approach to warfare that is 
heavily reliant on automation, unmanned platforms, and long-range strikes. 
The technical aspects of war do not deter the elite household troops, who are 
mostly proficient. PLA planners favor contingency plans that rely heavily on 
the elite forces to do the bulk of the fighting. Accordingly, the PLA’s leaders 
favor smaller-scale, rapid-combat operations that conclude before a need to 
involve the much larger force.

In terms of challenges to the U.S. military, the principal one would con-
sist of gray-zone operations to harass and intimidate China’s rival claim-
ants. Gray-zone pressure and intimidation against Taiwan would continue 
while authorities wait for the U.S. government to tire of its obligation to the 
island. Despite Beijing having tensions with Washington, China’s aspiration 
for international leadership and authority could motivate it to offer lim-
ited cooperation on shared international concerns, such as natural disasters, 
pandemics, nuclear proliferation, international stability, and transnational 
terror groups.
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Rejuvenated China Scenario: Motivated and 
Capable People’s Liberation Army Ready to Fight

In the Rejuvenated China scenario, a new leader with a compelling national 
ideology takes power. This leader is charismatic and popular, and he advo-
cates a vision for China and the world that resonates deeply with the public. 
The leader must deliver some level of public goods to encourage buy-in 
from the public; thus, the economy is functioning at a moderately prosper-
ous level. The ideology could be some variant of nationalism, but others are 
possible. For example, the ideology could draw from China’s history and 
cultural identity or involve a revival of communist ideals, perhaps as a way 
to correct the inequality and abuses of the recent past. 

The new charismatic leader embraces advanced technology and urges the 
nation to achieve great successes in scientific and technological endeavors. 
The new leadership has controlled corruption and rehabilitated the public 
image of the ruling political party, all of which has resulted in a stronger 
sense of legitimacy.

Politically, the state upholds a cult of personality and maintains a high 
degree of centralization. There could be rallies and other forms of mass 
political activity that are designed to foster support for the autocrat and his 
ideology. Chinese authorities still rely extensively on mass surveillance, cen-
sorship, and propaganda to shape the minds and worldviews of the populace.

Military Performance
Having a successful and thriving economy in this scenario, China faces little 
trade-off between resources for the military and for the civilian economy. 
Accordingly, the PLA in this scenario is highly motivated, infused with 
enthusiasm for the leadership’s vision and ideology, and also well-trained 
and competent. The military has successfully carried out its reorganiza-
tion as an integrated, joint force and established the appropriate doctrine, 
technologies, weapons, and platforms. The political commissar, commit-
tees, and leaders have reenergized themselves and play an important role in 
infusing the military with a strong will to fight. In many ways, the model for 
this vision is the PLA in Mao’s day, when the CCP enjoyed strong legitimacy 
and political support. However, the PLA in this scenario lacks Maoism’s 
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antipathy toward modern technologies and expertise. Rather, the military 
embraces technology and expertise as key instruments of national power. 
Another historical precedent for such an ideological, politically mobilized 
military that, nonetheless, showed professional competence and technologi-
cal innovation might be the fascist military of Nazi Germany and, to a lesser 
extent, the Soviet Army of World War II.

A high level of technological development would be compatible with 
such a force. The PLA’s warfighting doctrine would emphasize aggressive-
ness and confidence in the use of force. Accordingly, China would be more 
risk tolerant and willing to use military power to further Beijing’s aims. A 
zealous leadership would also become more confident in China’s suprem-
acy over Western countries. The result could be a more politically aggres-
sive, strong, and competent military that is inclined to risk a clash of arms 
with neighbors.

For the U.S. military, the PLA in this Rejuvenated China scenario could 
operate as a near-peer competitor. To sustain its robust growth, the leader-
ship could order the PLA to carry out operations to secure vital resource 
inputs and safeguard export markets. This PLA could operate at a higher 
level of global presence than it did in the early 21st century. If Beijing’s ten-
sions with Washington stabilized, this PLA might be willing to cooperate 
on shared international concerns. However, if relations turned hostile, the 
confident PLA in a Rejuvenated China would not shy away from confron-
tations or even conflict with U.S. military forces, which might result in a 
major, high-end war. For example, if the PLA were to be frustrated by its 
ongoing failure to resolve differences with Taiwan, it might be willing to 
risk major combat operations, even if such military maneuvers meant war 
with the United States.

Radicalized China Scenario: Elite Units and 
Disaffected Populace

In the Radicalized China scenario, China’s government is dominated by a 
charismatic strong man. Although the dictator espouses a radical ideology 
that resonates with many political extremists, the economy is performing 
too poorly to generate resources to buy much public support. Accordingly, 
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the autocrat might have a limited appeal among the people outside a robust 
minority of enthusiastic backers. The nation could be experiencing turmoil, 
and the leader possibly seized power through violent action, such as a mili-
tary coup, although other paths to power are possible for a leader in a desta-
bilized China. 

This state relies extensively on brutality to suppress challenges to the 
autocrat’s rule. Torture and savage repression by a massive security appa-
ratus result in a veneer of stability. However, outside the dictator’s base of 
support, many people have become disaffected. 

China’s economy and level of technology lag greatly behind the indus-
trialized world. Because many of the most educated and talented people 
have f led and the repressive atmosphere is unconducive to technologi-
cal innovation, the country’s technology sector has yielded mostly dis-
appointing results. Instead, authorities rely heavily on espionage to gain 
needed technologies. 

Military Performance
Resources for the military are inadequate because of the weak state of the 
economy in this scenario. Thus, there are only enough resources available 
to property equip a small number of units. Similar to many militaries in 
relatively poor, developing countries, the PLA in this scenario consists of 
two tiers: an elite guard and a larger, less well-trained and equipped compo-
nent of second-tier troops. The elite guard poses an exception to the overall 
poor state of military readiness. These elite units receive the lion’s share of 
resources for weapons and equipment acquisition, generous pay, and high-
quality training. As a result, the PLA’s elite units demonstrate a much higher 
level of professional competence, readiness, and morale compared with the 
rest of the force. The Republic Guards of Iran and Iraq provide examples of 
such units.

Because of the PLA’s narrow focus of a small number of elite forces, the 
military would likely see a resurgence of ideological fervor. The new elite 
PLA units would be overwhelmingly composed of ground forces and special 
operators, to the detriment of air and naval power projection and the joint 
information systems that coordinate among them. The PLA’s interest and 
ability to operate from overseas bases would be sharply curtailed, and the 
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PLA’s mission set would refocus to operations that can be conducted from 
China’s borders. 

In terms of doctrine, the elite units might train and prepare to fight 
according to a simpler doctrine than that to which U.S. forces adhere, but, 
nonetheless, these units might demonstrate a strong zeal and relentless will 
to fight. Other units in the PLA, which would be starved of equipment and 
lack competent leadership and adequate training, hold a much lower level of 
combat potential. Accordingly, China’s military doctrine favors small-scale 
operations that are spearheaded by the elite units, in which the rest of the 
force largely serves a backup role.

The PLA relies heavily on information, psychological, cyber, and other 
nonkinetic methods to disrupt and coerce. Having a zealous ideology, the 
elite units could be motivated and confident enough to provoke clashes 
with neighbors, potentially including U.S. allies and partners. Regarding 
international threats and dangers, this PLA would reject the idea of coop-
eration with the United States and attempt to deal with proximate threats 
on its own.

Fortress China Scenario: Weak Governance 
Supplemented by an Insular Military

In the Fortress China scenario, China’s leaders face hard limits to the mate-
rial benefits that they can provide and are able to deliver only middling ide-
ational benefits to secure political legitimacy. Party leaders lack personal 
charisma, and they offer meager material benefits to the public. This coun-
try is riven by severe domestic stresses. Compounding problems of domes-
tic disorder, unrest, defiance of CCP authority, and mass protest consume 
the energy of the country’s leadership. The leadership upholds the notion of 
self-reliance as an ideology and turns away from the global economy. This 
fortress mentality leads authorities to focus almost exclusively on domes-
tic needs and to withdraw most of China’s international military presence. 
Diplomacy becomes hollowed out and the country inward-looking. Chinese 
authorities rely heavily on repression and severe restrictions on civil liber-
ties to maintain order, which barely keeps the lid on boiling turmoil. 
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Military Performance
Believing that their legitimation strategy is falling short, CCP leaders 
direct all the apparatuses of party power—including the PLA—to prioritize 
social stability in this scenario. China’s stability maintenance budget and 
the mission sets for the People’s Armed Police (PAP) and militia balloon. 
The increase in internal security spending comes at the cost of receding 
budgets for the PLA. Moreover, party leaders’ focus on domestic stability 
maintenance with military means begins to stretch PAP capacity, which 
requires that these operations be supplemented by the PLA. Over several 
years, the PLA’s mission sets and modernization increasingly reflect this 
focus on domestic stability maintenance at the cost of power projection 
and sophisticated joint operations. The PLA eventually withdraws from 
UN peacekeeping operations and from overseas patrols, such as its Gulf of 
Aden antipiracy mission. 

For the U.S. military, the main challenge posed by this PLA is its disen-
gagement from international security problems. China cedes leadership to 
the United States but does nothing to manage international challenges, such 
as piracy or territory and maritime disputes in the global commons. This 
inward-looking mentality places the entire burden of managing global secu-
rity challenges on the U.S. military. PLA modernization timelines to achieve 
the capability to prevail in a forced unification campaign are extended and 
eventually dropped. A domestically focused PLA remains capable of border-
security operations and moderate coercion campaigns in the East and South 
China Seas, but the military lacks the equipment and large-scale training 
needed to conduct high-end operations. The PLA might be sensitive to this 
inability and act more aggressively in peacetime or crisis to avoid showing 
weakness and to deter prospective adversaries from escalating a scenario 
beyond the PLA’s capabilities to respond.

Warring States Scenario: Fragmented Military in a 
Criminal State

In the Warring States scenario, China has devolved into a divided CCP or 
post-CCP regime in which personalistic authority matters more than party 
institutions. The country might have experienced a period of internal civil 
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war or severe strife, which has resulted in violence among contending armed 
factions. The PLA might have been involved in such struggles. Eventually, 
one leader prevails and brings the country together. Even so, peace remains 
fragile, and the economic situation is dire.

After the civil conflict, a new state arises that is characterized by loose 
networks among state and criminal authorities. China has become person-
alistic, mafia-like state that prizes personal loyalty above all. The state relies 
heavily on bribes, payoffs, a cult of personality, and repression to operate. 
Patronage and corruption have become endemic to the regime and central to 
its operations. For the populace, opportunities to advance are even scarcer.

Paradoxically, the state maintains a strong involvement in international 
affairs but mainly of a dark and sordid type. Criminal networks that domi-
nate the governing apparatus cultivate partners in organized crime and insur-
gent networks around the world. Chinese authorities encourage the prolifera-
tion of drugs, weapons, and other illicit goods as a way to earn income.

Military Performance
Because there are inadequate resources for both the civilian economy and 
the military, China’s leaders in this scenario direct the PLA to engage in 
moneymaking schemes, principally through criminal activity. In terms of 
its operations, the military is primarily focused on ensuring the autocrat’s 
personal safety. Secondarily, the military operates in a largely paramili-
tary manner to ensure inputs into China’s economy, often in conjunction 
with Chinese gangs and other violent nonstate partner groups. The mili-
tary’s missions include rampant illicit economic activity along the Belt and 
Road Initiative routes. Being backers of the criminal actors who advance the 
state’s aims, the military carries out operations to eliminate rival criminal 
networks, assassinate political opponents, and intimidate enemies. 

The organization of the PLA reflects the criminalization of the state. 
There is a household guard of elite troops who pledge loyalty to the supreme 
leader. In return, the state lavishes resources on the elite troops to ensure 
they are equipped with the best weapons and equipment. The special forces 
who are deployed abroad are especially favored and enjoy the highest pres-
tige. However, extreme state weakness would also undermine the authority 
of the central leader and embolden rival elites to establish themselves as 
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alternative centers of power. The result could create divided loyalties and 
factions within the PLA. 

The rank-and-file force has atrophied. Riven by corruption, nepotism, 
and starved of resources, many units fall into various states of disrepair and 
near irrelevance. Coup proofing becomes a major concern for the regime; 
commanders are rotated frequently, and security forces relentless in their 
patrols and scrutiny of the military forces. Because the economy is in sham-
bles, leaders direct the PLA to step up its involvement in criminal activity, 
including smuggling, pirated goods, and the trafficking of illicit goods.

For the U.S. military, the main threat would stem from the criminalized 
PLA’s support to violent nonstate actors around the world, including poten-
tially in the Americas. The PLA would likely be too weakened by internal 
dissension and criminal involvement to mount major combat operations 
against rival countries. The leader of China might focus on rooting out 
domestic opponents and backing irregular war operations against foreign 
enemies. The leader could also direct collaboration with criminal networks 
worldwide to earn income and tie down U.S. forces.

Conclusion

China’s future evolution is far from clear. Changes in the party’s legitimacy 
could owe to major shocks in international affairs, war, or economic crises. 
Whatever the exact cause is, changes to the party’s legitimacy would carry 
profound consequences for the PLA. Depending on the nature of change, 
the U.S. military could face a peer competitor, a limited threat of aggres-
sion along China’s periphery, an aggravated burden of international security 
responsibilities, or an indirect global struggle against networks of China-
backed nonstate actors. The scenarios are not predictive but illustrative of 
the possible changes that China could experience and the variety of poten-
tial security challenges that the United States could face from China in the 
next few decades. 
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CHAPTER 6

Overall Conclusion and Implications

In this chapter, we conclude our study with an overview of our analysis 
from the preceding chapters. We also outline some implications from our 
analysis for the U.S. Department of Defense.

Political legitimacy is critical to the security and stability of states and 
society. Yet, our study noted that scholars have not arrived at a consensus on 
the best ways to measure and analyze legitimacy. We highlighted the impor-
tance of ideational and material benefits that states claim to offer and that 
citizens must regard as critical for political legitimacy to remain strong. A 
state’s legitimacy can also carry important implications for the military that 
serves it. We proposed types of legitimacy and noted how that legitimacy 
can vary over time. The strength of legitimacy depends on how much the 
public regards the government as having the right to govern and deserving 
of their obedience. The type and strength of legitimacy affect the military’s 
development and performance. When the legitimacy is strong and the mili-
tary’s development is consistent with that type of legitimacy, the military is 
likely to perform well. 

We explored how the interlinkages between political legitimacy and mil-
itary development and performance have played out over three periods in 
China’s history. We began our survey by examining the Mao Zedong era, 
when the CCP initially ruled with an astonishingly strong sense of legit-
imacy in an impoverished and devastated China through Mao’s personal 
charisma and the appeal of a party that stood for Chinese national pride 
and radically utopian communist ideology. During the 1950s and 1960s, 
the CCP’s revolutionary charisma legitimacy enjoyed robust public sup-
port. The strength of this legitimacy enabled Mao to mobilize the public 
behind various political and economic campaigns, many of which ended 
disastrously. This revolutionary charisma legitimacy also shaped the PLA’s 
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development and performance. The PLA emphasized qualities of militant 
enthusiasm—consistent with Maoist ideology—to overcome materiel dis-
advantages on the battlefield, which resulted in a surprisingly resilient and 
dogged military performance against the technologically superior U.S.-led 
military forces in the Korean War. However, the CCP’s failings and disas-
ters inevitably eroded public confidence. By the late 1970s, revolutionary 
charisma as a basis of legitimacy had declined. The weakness of the party’s 
legitimacy corresponded with a disappointing military performance in the 
Sino-Vietnam War, when a numerically superior Chinese military stumbled 
in its fight against the Vietnamese militia. During the Tiananmen Square 
massacre, incidents of insubordination suggested a dangerous level of disaf-
fection with and doubt about party leaders.

Deng Xiaoping initiated a transition to a new basis of legitimacy based 
on delivering economic prosperity. Deng downplayed the importance of 
political ideology and advanced market-friendly reforms that earned the 
ire of orthodox Marxists. Tension between advocates of the older Maoist 
political approach and Deng’s supporters lasted through the 1980s and 
only ended in Deng’s favor when he vanquished Chen Yun and other hard-
liner supporters in 1992, although Deng continued to draw on revolution-
ary credentials for his own authority. Throughout the 1990s, China enjoyed 
breakneck economic growth that lifted hundreds of millions of people out 
of poverty. The PLA mirrored the CCP’s turn from Maoism when it turned 
toward long-term modernization that was enabled by the party’s assessment 
of an enduring a peacetime environment. Throughout the 1980s, the mili-
tary still carried some responsibility for internal security, such as during the 
Tiananmen Square massacre. However, the importance placed on economic 
growth also motivated the PLA to involve itself in both licit and illicit com-
mercial activities. The damage to military readiness and the corruption that 
was fostered by such commercialism spurred Chinese leaders to end such 
practices, but corruption persisted.

The transition toward a form of political legitimacy founded on deliver-
ing material economic prosperity continued through the leadership of Jiang 
Zemin. Rapid growth that was generated considerable public goodwill but 
also caused a myriad of social problems. Unrest spiked; people protested 
land seizures and other acts of official malfeasance that were undertaken, 
in part, to spur development. Inequality, corruption, and environmental 
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despoilation also caused public agitation. To address the public’s frustra-
tions, Hu Jintao pivoted away from an exclusive reliance on economic pros-
perity to a broader vision of good governance. However, fiscal constraints 
and economic deceleration impaired Hu’s ability to deliver generous social 
welfare benefits. The PLA during this transition period also underwent a 
shift in its mission, doctrine, and organization. Hu ordered the military to 
focus almost exclusively on external security matters to secure the sources 
of China’s economic development, which largely ended the PLA’s role in 
internal security. Hu also directed a reorganization and doctrinal overhaul 
to make the miliary more modern and effective, but these efforts stalled in 
the face of bureaucratic inertia and persistent corruption.

Toward the end of Hu’s term in office, he began to revive nationalism as a 
potential source of public support. Xi Jinping consolidated the transition to 
a new basis of legitimacy, which we called national populism. Xi refined the 
promise of material benefits by focusing more narrowly on the provision of 
security and preservation of individual life. He also elevated the importance 
of ideational benefits, including national identity, prestige, socialist ideals, 
and faith in Xi’s charismatic leadership. The focus on more-competent gov-
ernance corresponded with a successful reorganization of the PLA and the 
adoption of an integrated joint-operations doctrine. The net result was that 
PLA showed a higher level of professionalism and combat capability than 
before, even though political indoctrination persisted. The leadership also 
showed a greater willingness to assert China’s interests but, paradoxically, 
remained averse to provoking conflict that could result in mass civilian 
casualties and thereby damage the CCP’s legitimacy. 

Our five scenarios explored how China could evolve through 2050 and 
what such changes could mean for PLA and U.S. military. In our Baseline 
scenario, the CCP continues to rely on competent governance and the provi-
sion of a limited array of material services and goods, as well as nationalism 
and a revitalized socialism as the basis of legitimacy. The PLA improves its 
competence and professionalism and largely controls problems of corrup-
tion. The result could be that PLA is capable of operating confidently in 
broader parts of Asia and along the Indian Ocean to the Middle East but 
remains wary of involving itself in major combat operations because of its 
sensitivity to the fragility of the CCP’s legitimacy. Regarding Taiwan, the 
PLA would continue to rely on nonwar methods to intimidate and coerce 
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the island. Beijing would continue to favor cooperation with Washington, if 
possible, to manage any crisis related to Taiwan rather than risk a war with 
the United States that could result in massive civilian casualties.

Other scenarios explore what might happen if more dramatic changes 
occurred. In the Rejuvenated China scenario, the CCP successfully over-
comes its economic challenges, builds a vibrant, dynamic economy that 
offers generous economic benefits to the public, and emphasizes a strong 
nationalist ideology. The result could be that China is confident, assertive, 
and willing to take risks to secure vital inputs to its economy and assert 
its domination around its periphery. The PLA could be professional, well-
trained, and willing to take big risks in any confrontation with the U.S. 
military. The risk of war with Taiwan could be significant if such a govern-
ment in China became overconfident and frustrated at Taiwan’s resistance 
to unification.

In the Radicalized China scenario, the state undergoes a political trauma 
that results in a radicalized ruling party. Although China is incapable of 
building a dynamic and successful economy, the nation could generate suf-
ficient resources to keep a small minority satisfied. The basis of legitimacy 
could rest primarily on ideational benefits, such as a militant, messianic ide-
ology. The government might be more willing to designate ideological ene-
mies both at home and abroad. The PLA would likely be characterized by 
a radicalized small elite guard that is willing to fight and suppress domes-
tic opponents, as well as to provoke clashes with neighboring countries. 
The rest of the PLA would probably have second-tier equipment and less-
motivated troops because of inadequate resources, which would also result 
in lower pay and benefits. Their job would be to provide support to the elite 
units in any conflict or ensure domestic order.

In the Fortress China scenario, China is consumed by domestic troubles 
and largely turns its back on the global economy and international affairs. 
Its government focuses on maintaining order through repression and 
upholds an ideology of self-reliance and autarchy. Domestic security forces 
are prioritized over the PLA, and its military capability atrophies. This PLA 
largely abandons its international obligations, which results in the U.S. mili-
tary having to carry an even larger burden with no help from China. 

Finally, the Warring States China scenario imagines a situation in which 
the country’s leadership has dissolved into competing factions. Because of 
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the state’s weak economy, the PLA would likely be fragmented into compet-
ing groups and might be involved in criminal activities to sustain itself and 
its overlords. The PLA might establish links with other criminal entities 
around the world, which could result in a hybrid organized-crime and mili-
tary organization that conducts mostly irregular operations in many parts 
of the world.

We conclude our study with a few observations. First, we emphasize the 
importance of political legitimacy to a military’s behavior. We have shown 
that there are different types of legitimacy paradigms, each of which carries 
implications for the military’s mission, organization, and doctrine. How-
ever, the strength of the political legitimacy can wax or wane depending 
on the circumstances. In general, the strength of a legitimacy paradigm is 
strongest when it has reached a period of stability and weaker when it enters 
a period of transition and must contend with a competing form of political 
legitimacy. Therefore, when analyzing potential developments in China’s 
military and how it might behave on the battlefield, analysts should con-
sider what is the nature of the political legitimacy and whether it is in a 
period of stability or transition.

Second, the CCP’s basis of legitimacy frequently changes. Even though 
each party leader oversaw periods of relative stability in their legitima-
tion strategies, they also oversaw secondary efforts to draw on alternative 
sources of legitimacy. Mao sought rapid economic development in the Great 
Leap Forward while maintaining the paramount status of his revolution-
ary credentials. Deng committed much of his leadership to China’s Reform 
and Opening but demonstrated the continuing importance of revolution-
ary charisma during the Tiananmen Square massacre. Jiang continued the 
party’s legitimacy transition to an extreme focus on delivering the material 
goods of economic prosperity until structural economic limits motivated 
Hu to refocus on nationalism toward the end of his career. 

Third, China’s basis of legitimacy is likely to change in coming years, 
and this will carry important implications for the military’s behavior. Hu 
oversaw the transition to a political legitimacy based on national populism 
from 2002 to 2012. The current basis of legitimacy is thus ten to 20 years 
old. A change is very likely to occur soon and might be already underway. 
The economy’s slowdown, worsening domestic and international situations, 
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and the advent of new technologies, such as artificial intelligence, could be 
among the drivers of a new transition. 

Xi’s rule initially appeared to enjoy popular support, but the state’s 
pledges to protect individual life, ensure comprehensive security, and defend 
national sovereignty are all facing more pressure. The government’s mis-
handling of the exit from its COVID-19 policies and its inability to improve 
economic security for large numbers of citizens have likely affected support 
for the government. Studies suggest that support for the Xi regime might 
be around 50 to 70 percent or lower.1 Increasing migration to the United 
States reflects, in part, the country’s problems with economic deceleration 
and disaffection from Xi’s relentless political repression.2 Whatever the new 
paradigm ends up being, it will directly affect how the PLA modernizes and 
operates. Indicators of a new paradigm could include official assessments 
by top leaders that the country has entered a “new” situation that is different 
from the past, the advent of new doctrines at odds with trends in the recent 
past, and alternative modes of political control that differ significantly from 
practices commonly seen in the Xi era. Changes in the nature of the policy 
agenda—emphasizing the provision of either more material goods or more 
ideational benefits—could offer more clues to a potential shift in legitimacy. 

Fourth, how China’s basis of legitimacy changes in the future will 
diverge sharply if it fights a war. The prevailing literature on political legit-
imacy and military power shows significant transitions in times of war, 
but the CCP has not fought a war since 1979 during its operations in Viet-
nam. Transitions in political legitimacy, particularly those occurring after 
Deng’s retirement, have occurred in a permissive peacetime environment. 
Political legitimacy in wartime remains untested, and how party legiti-
mation strategies or the CCP’s relationship with the PLA changes during 
wartime remains uncertain. Moreover, the outcome of the war could pro-
foundly reshape the legitimacy of the Chinese state. Historical precedents 

1	 Erin Baggott Carter and Stephen Schick, “Do Chinese Citizens Conceal Opposition 
to the CCP in Surveys? Evidence from Two Experiments,” China Quarterly, Vol. 257, 
January 2024.
2	 Eileen Sullivan, “Growing Numbers of Chinese Migrants Are Crossing the Southern 
Border,” New York Times, November 24, 2023.
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have shown how the stresses of war can drive dramatic changes in the state.3 
This possibility has been rarely considered in wargames and analyses of 
U.S.-China war scenarios.

Fifth, the strength of the state’s legitimacy might be a key driver in its 
willingness to take military risks. When China’s legitimacy was based on 
revolutionary charisma, the state enjoyed perhaps the highest levels of public 
support under the CCP’s rule, which enabled the state to mobilize people 
and resources to take astonishing risks, including fighting against superior 
U.S.-led military forces in the Korean War. No other mode of legitimacy 
has matched the strength demonstrated by Mao at the height of his powers. 
The state’s declining appetite for risking war has also corresponded with 
a general weakening of political legitimacy over time. It is very likely that 
the two trends—China’s declining appetite for war and weakening politi-
cal legitimacy—are related, although further research might be required on 
whether this connection is true. If it is true, then China’s appetite for large-
scale war would depend on the form of political legitimacy that follows Xi. 
Our alternative-futures analysis suggests that, as described in our Rejuve-
nated China scenario, if China were to become a powerful and consolidated 
state, this form would be is the only one most likely to have the strength 
to risk large-scale war. In all other scenarios, China would be weaker and 
might risk provocative behavior in some cases but would shy away from 
large scale-war, because such a conflict would carry a higher risk of political 
destabilization and potentially even an overthrow of the regime.

Sixth, the CCP’s legitimacy was at its strongest in the early Mao years, 
but repeated policy failures discredited this approach. The transition to 
economic prosperity as the basis of legitimacy proved to be a protracted 
process. The provision of material benefits has persisted through 2024 but 
proven to be an inferior substitute for the original Maoist formula in terms 
of infusing the military with a relentless fighting spirit. A more pragmatic 
focus has permitted greater professionalism in the PLA but also resulted in a 
more cautious, casualty-sensitive military, which also raises questions about 
the potential battlefield resilience of the PLA.

3	 Tilly, 1990; Bobbitt, 2003.
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Abbreviations 

AMS Academy of Military Sciences
CCP Chinese Communist Party
CMC Central Military Commission
COVID-19 coronavirus disease 2019
GDP gross domestic product
KMT Kuomintang
LER loss-exchange ratio
NPC National People’s Congress
OMTE Outline on Military Training and Evaluation
PAP People’s Armed Police
PLA People’s Liberation Army
PRC People’s Republic of China
PVA People’s Volunteer Army
SARS severe acute respiratory syndrome
UN United Nations
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