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About This Report

This report is an introduction for students, researchers, and practitioners 
who study Chinese leaders’ perceptions related to specific coded terms, 
called tifa (提法). These terms adhere to distinct rules within Chinese Com-
munist Party (CCP) political discourse, and readers might find them con-
founding outside the CCP political context. The report provides an over-
view of CCP information systems and how CCP institutions communicate 
using tifa across each of these systems. Additionally, this report includes 
considerations of how foreign analysts can identify and track tifa to better 
understand nonpublic dynamics shaping CCP perceptions, debate, and 
decisionmaking. 
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Republic of China.
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Summary

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) deploys slogans, linguistic formu-
lations, and key phrases called tifa (提法) through the party propaganda 
system to issue policy directives to the CCP’s implementing bureaucracy 
and its individual members. These tifa are highly important, publicly iden-
tifiable signals that emerge from the CCP’s internal decisionmaking pro-
cess, and correctly identifying tifa and their development offers significant 
benefits to research on CCP intentions and decisionmaking. 

Approach 

This report examines open-source CCP literature on the characterization 
and use of tifa, updating a Cold War–era methodology for analyzing tifa to 
better understand the CCP under Xi Jinping. 

Key Findings 

This report identifies the following key findings:

•  CCP leaders speak in a code of tifa that is distinct from daily speech 
to announce collective assessments and new policy determinations. 
Although this coded speech follows rules specific to the CCP’s cultural 
context and might not be straightforward to outside observers, it is not 
secret. Tifa are openly announced to an audience of CCP bureaucrats 
who are responsible for implementing new policies.

•  CCP leaders discuss and debate tifa in the internal-only neibu (内部) 
system, and they publicly present policies that have achieved ostensible 
consensus, characterized as tifa, in the gongkai (公开) public informa-
tion sphere through the CCP’s propaganda system. 

•  CCP bureaucrats and officials demonstrate loyalty to party leaders by 
publicly repeating tifa verbatim in a practice called biaotai (表态). A 
party leadership announcement of a new tifa and bureaucrats’ repeti-
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tion of the tifa become a call-and-response cycle, and foreign analysts 
can identify disruptions in that cycle to infer the possible existence of 
intraparty disputes.

Tifa have the following four identifying characteristics: 

•  Politically laden and stated verbatim: Tifa must reflect a political 
assessment that CCP media repeats verbatim. CCP leaders claim that 
their tifa have scientific accuracy and cannot be rephrased without 
changing the underlying assessment itself. 

•  Extending along a clear line of authority: Tifa must have clear lines of 
authority to CCP leaders or institutions. Popular slogans that are not 
drawn from CCP leader determinations might be viewed as challeng-
ing those leaders’ authority and do not qualify as tifa. 

•  Distributed to party organs: Tifa establish their importance in CCP 
decisionmaking from their placement in party documents, represent-
ing a collective determination by CCP leaders. A tifa’s importance is 
not tied to the number of times it is repeated in a speech or report. 

•  Characterizing or resolving dialectical contradictions: Tifa are often 
the resolution of a CCP dialectical contradiction between competing 
ideas. These tifa frequently insist that the party must simply integrate 
or plan as a whole two seemingly contradictory concepts or priorities.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

The Chinese Communist Party (CCP) employs a system of coded speech 
to communicate policy directives to its implementing bureaucracy.1 This 
coded speech is governed by rules and exists in a specific cultural context, 
potentially confounding those unfamiliar with that context.2 In the CCP, 
these rules are a composite of party code and unwritten norms governing 
political speech, which arose from the CCP’s organization and history. CCP 
leaders deploy these codes through the party propaganda system to issue 
policy directives, and the codes take the form of slogans, linguistic formu-
lations, or key phrases, collectively called tifa (提法).3 New policy decisions 
will result in new tifa, and lower-level compliance with these tifa is a highly 
visible means by which party leaders confirm organizational control over 
the CCP bureaucracy and, by extension, People’s Republic of China (PRC) 
government policy.4 

1	 Franz Schurmann, Ideology and Organization in Communist China, University of 
California Press, 1966, pp. 45–53; Anne-Marie Brady, Marketing Dictatorship: Propa-
ganda and Thought Work in Contemporary China, Rowman & Littlefield, 2008, pp. 9–12; 
Xueguang Zhou, The Logic of Governance in China: An Organizational Approach, Cam-
bridge University Press, 2022, pp. 8–12.
2	 Li-Rong Lilly Cheng, “Codes and Contexts: Exploring Linguistic, Cultural, and 
Social Intelligence,” ASHA Leader, Vol. 12, No. 7, May 2007.
3	 Schurmann, 1966, pp. 45–53; Joseph Fewsmith, “The Changing Methodology of 
‘Beijingology,’” paper presented at the Chinese Leadership, Politics, and Policy confer-
ence, cohosted by the China Program and China Vitae, November 2, 2005; Brady, 2008, 
pp. 9–12; Qian Gang, “Watchwords: The Life of the Party,” China Media Project, Sep-
tember 10, 2012a; Perry Link, An Anatomy of Chinese: Rhythm, Metaphor, Politics, Har-
vard University Press, 2013, pp. 274–275; X. Zhou, 2022, pp. 8–12.
4	 Schurmann, 1966, pp. 58–104.
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Tifa play a vital and foundational role in shaping CCP policymaking. 
Throughout party history, tifa have been used to champion or challenge 
major strategic and political decisions.5 As Joseph Fewsmith explained, 
party members who “disagree with current policy or power arrangements, 
or who want to launch new policy initiatives, must challenge previous 
tifa.”6 This remains true in the era of General Secretary Xi Jinping. Party 
leaders (including Xi) use tifa to clarify their assessments of China’s secu-
rity environment,7 propose policy initiatives to address those assessments,8 
and identify where current policies are inadequate.9 How CCP propaganda 
outlets express tifa can also indicate elite disputes within the CCP and, 
potentially, even limits on a paramount leader’s authority.10 

Moreover, tifa are publicly identifiable and, therefore, important indi-
cators for foreign analysts. Although tifa are heavily coded for CCP audi-
ences, coded speech is not secret speech.11 Communicators in any society 
commonly code-switch between varieties of the language(s) they speak to 
communicate in a way that is appropriate to their current needs.12 Similarly, 

5	 Qian Gang, Watchwords: Reading China Through Its Political Vocabulary, trans. 
by David Bandurski, China Media Project, October 17, 2012b. For two classic cases 
in China’s history, see Michael Schoenhals, “The 1978 Truth Criterion Controversy,” 
China Quarterly, No. 126, June 1991; and David M. Finkelstein, “China Reconsiders 
Its National Security: ‘The Great Peace and Development Debate of 1999,’” Center for 
Naval Analyses, December 2000.
6	 Fewsmith, 2005, p. 4.
7	 Evan S. Medeiros, “China Reacts: Assessing Beijing’s Response to Trump’s New 
China Strategy,” China Leadership Monitor, No. 59, Spring 2019.
8	 Jinghan Zeng, Slogan Politics: Understanding Chinese Foreign Policy Concepts, Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2020.
9	 Dennis J. Blasko, “PLA Weaknesses and Xi’s Concerns About PLA Capabilities,” tes-
timony before the U.S.-China Economic and Security Review Commission, February 7, 
2019.
10	 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.
11	 David Bandurski, “Speak Plainly, Mr. Chairman,” China Media Project, May 2, 2023.
12	 Ronald Wardhaugh, An Introduction to Sociolinguistics, 5th ed., Blackwell Publish-
ing, 2006, pp. 101–105.
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political life in modern China requires code-switching between the private 
speech of daily life and a party-specific official speech—distinct in linguis-
tic register, vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar—that is responsible 
for conveying the ideas of CCP leadership.13 Writing in 1956, University 
of California researcher Li Chi noted that tifa were “incongruous with the 
general texture of prose and stand out in any piece of writing like the hard 
and dark knots of the bark of a tree, an alien element and disturbing factor 
in the language.”14 Therefore, tifa can be identified in public documents and 
documented to understand what CCP leaders are communicating to the 
party rank and file. 

Prior Research and the Enduring Importance of 
Chinese Communist Party Discourse Analysis

The significance of tifa for understanding CCP political decisionmaking has 
led to the production of a rich but rapidly aging literature on CCP tifa. Li Chi 
pioneered the English-language study of tifa in the 1950s as part of a broader 
examination of Chinese Communist linguistics in her series Studies in Chi-
nese Communist Terminology. Li’s research noted the origin of tifa in Mao 
Zedong’s tendency for sloganeering, a discursive approach that Mao used to 
mobilize the Chinese populace and then guide the political energy gener-
ated from that mobilization toward his policy initiatives.15 This linguistic 
research served as the forerunner for a Cold War methodology employed by 
both academics and U.S. government analysts. First, non-Chinese historians 
of PRC politics drew on tifa, which they typically translated as “formula” or 
“formulation,” as indicators of ideology and policy.16 The most seminal work 

13	 Link, 2013, pp. 235–241.
14	 Li Chi, Studies in Chinese Communist Terminology: No. 1, General Trends of Chinese 
Linguistic Changes Under Communist Rule, Institute of International Studies, Univer-
sity of California, 1956, p. 22.
15	 Li, 1956, pp. 20–22.
16	 See, for example, Roderick MacFarquhar and Michael Schoenhals, Mao’s Last Revo-
lution, Harvard University Press, 2006, pp. 40, 231, 291; Joseph Fewsmith, China Since 
Tiananmen: The Politics of Transition, Cambridge University Press, 2001, pp. 27–30, 35, 
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to inform this emerging methodology was Michael Schoenhals’s 1992 mono-
graph Doing Things with Words in Chinese Politics, which analyzed formal-
ized speech (including tifa) as a mode of political power in the CCP.17 Second, 
the U.S. intelligence community employed a similar approach, which oper-
ated on the foundational assumption that because official Chinese media 
was controlled by the CCP, it reflected the regime’s priorities and enabled 
indirect assessments of party perspectives.18 Central Intelligence Agency 
assessments in the 1970s noted that propaganda analysis was an imprecise 
but often singular tool for tracking political developments as they unfolded 
and that “subtle changes in the propaganda line are often extremely signifi-
cant”—for example, by indicating changes in the state of the CCP–People’s 
Liberation Army (PLA) relationship.19 This methodology was imperfect and 
provided partial insights and, even then, would do so only if the user main-
tained a sophisticated understanding of how CCP media communicated, 
a comprehensive awareness of official speeches and statements, and a long 
memory of these statements, such that they could be rigorously examined as 
a cohesive discourse in which subtle shifts appeared.20 

 Some analysts from this period now bemoan that the Cold War meth-
odology of propaganda analysis has fallen out of favor.21 Alice Miller, a lead-
ing practitioner of this method in academia and the intelligence community, 
suggests that the method’s loss of popularity is a result of growing contact 

62, 229; Frederick C. Teiwes and Warren Sun, The End of the Maoist Era: Chinese Politics 
During the Twilight of the Cultural Revolution, 1972–1976, M.E. Sharpe, 2007, p. 307; and 
Tang Tsou, The Cultural Revolution and Post-Mao Reforms: A Historical Perspective, 
University of Chicago Press, 1986, pp. 114–115, 159.
17	 Michael Schoenhals, Doing Things with Words in Chinese Politics: Five Studies, Insti-
tute of East Asian Studies, 1992. 
18	 Alice Miller and Joseph Fewsmith, “Relearning the Lost Arts of China Scholar-
ship,” conversation moderated by Andrew Mertha for the China Methodology Work-
shop Series, School of Advanced International Studies, Johns Hopkins University, 
October 14, 2021. 
19	 Gail Solin, “The Art of China-Watching,” Studies in Intelligence, Vol. 19, Spring 1975.
20	 Alice Miller, “Valedictory: Analyzing the Chinese Leadership in an Era of Sex, 
Money, and Power,” China Leadership Monitor, No. 57, August 29, 2018, pp. 9–10.
21	 For an important exception, see Joseph James Alvaro, “Political Discourse in China’s 
English Language Press,” World Englishes, Vol. 32, No. 2, 2013.
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between U.S. and Chinese researchers and the proliferation of Chinese media 
that has little analytical value.22 A 1975 Central Intelligence Agency assess-
ment also noted the declining analytical value of propaganda analysis in the 
CCP’s official papers following China’s Reform and Opening period, noting 
that the comparatively freer media restrictions at that time could muddle 
the party line. The assessment remarked how “the party’s official newspaper 
has been known to carry two articles on the same subject in the same issue, 
expressing diametrically opposed views.”23 Although foreign researchers of 
China continue to conduct some aspects of media analysis, these analyses 
often fall short of the requirements of the Cold War methodology. Contem-
porary attempts at CCP media analysis frequently overstate the authority of 
incomplete information and isolate it from ongoing trends in CCP political 
discourse—for example, by making political inferences from such analyti-
cally thin variables as word frequency in a single speech.24 

Yet propaganda analysis examining the CCP’s use of tifa is increas-
ingly important for understanding the party under the leadership of Gen-
eral Secretary Xi. First, the availability of alternative sources of informa-
tion on China that proliferated in the Reform Era is decreasing. Foreign 
access to Chinese archive materials and CCP policymaking institutions 
has diminished under Xi’s tenure, and the PRC’s 2021 Data Security Law 
imposes sharp restrictions on which data can be shared from within China 
to the rest of the world.25 Second, the signal from CCP propaganda outlets 
has grown stronger. Cold War intelligence analysts writing in the 1970s 
complained about inconsistencies in CCP propaganda, noting that “cer-
tain catch phrases used repeatedly over the years”—or CCP tifa—“mean 

22	 Miller, 2018, pp. 1–5.
23	 Solin, 1975.
24	 For rigorous criticisms of such analyses, see Jessica Batke and Oliver Melton, “Why 
Do We Keep Writing About Chinese Politics as If We Know More Than We Do?” 
ChinaFile, October 16, 2017; and David Bandurski, “Buzzword Babble,” China Media 
Project, October 21, 2022.
25	 “Data Security Law of the People’s Republic of China” [“中华人民共和国数据安全
法”], Xinhua, June 11, 2021; Yasser Ali Nasser and Matthew Wong Foreman, The Chi-
nese Archive: A Pocket Manual, Council on Library and Information Resources, 2023, 
p. 1; Lingling Wei, Yoko Kubota, and Dan Strumpf, “China Locks Information on the 
Country Inside a Black Box,” Wall Street Journal, April 30, 2023.
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different things at different times” in party propaganda.26 Early in his 
tenure, however, Xi dispatched with intraparty contests over the CCP’s 
propaganda system and has used that authority to assert party control 
over Chinese media by co-opting commercial media actors and narrowing 
the space for non-party media expression in China.27 Xi himself made his 
political guidance clear at the 2016 News and Public Opinion Work Con-
ference, where he declared that “media sponsored by the party and govern-
ment are propaganda fronts for the party and government and must carry 
the party surname.”28 

Following Xi’s reforms to the CCP’s propaganda system, party leader-
ship (including Xi) have disseminated tifa through party propaganda to 
issue new policy directives and ensure the implementing bureaucracy’s 
compliance with those directives. Xi has used targeted propaganda cam-
paigns, mobilizing party cadres to champion or otherwise comply with new 
tifa to consolidate party authority over PRC organs, with Xi himself as the 
core of the party. As Steve Tsang and Olivia Cheung’s excellent research on 
the CCP under Xi carefully documents, successive waves of tifa have been 
deployed by the CCP as building blocks to establish an overarching body of 
guidance termed Xi Jinping Thought.29

Examinations of tifa and how to read them are also especially valu-
able as China and the CCP have drawn greater attention from foreign ana-
lysts, particularly under Xi. Although foreign analyses of CCP rhetoric are 

26	 Solin, 1975.
27	 Anne-Marie Brady, “‘The New (Old) Normal’: The CCP Propaganda System Under 
Jiang, Hu, and Xi,” in Willy Wo-Lap Lam, ed., Routledge Handbook of the Chinese Com-
munist Party, Routledge, 2017, pp. 176–177; Marina Repnikova, “The Party and the 
Media: Unpacking the Dynamic Relationship and the Challenges Ahead,” in Jacques 
deLisle and Guobin Yang, eds., The Party Leads All: The Evolving Role of the Chinese 
Communist Party, Brookings Institution Press, 2022, p. 242; David Bandurski, “Xi’s 
Ten-Year Bid to Remake China’s Media,” China Media Project, July 24, 2024.
28	 “Persist in the Correct Direction in Bringing Forth New Ideas, Methods, and Tech-
niques. Raise High the News Media’s Public Opinion Propaganda Power and Guiding 
Power” [“习近平:坚持正确方向创新方法手段 提高新闻舆论传播力引导力”], Xinhua, 
February 19, 2016. The author translated all quotes from Chinese-language sources.
29	 Steve Tsang and Olivia Cheung, The Political Thought of Xi Jinping, Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2024, pp. 21–31.
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increasingly popular, many of these analyses do not accurately interpret tifa 
or how the party uses political speech. As David Bandurski and Chu Yang 
aptly note, many existing efforts “confuse summary and translation, even 
machine translation, with reading. They treat CCP words as though leaders 
are simply saying things,” ignoring the dynamics and symbolism of broader 
party discourse.30 

Accurate analysis of CCP perceptions, intentions, and decisions is enor-
mously consequential for U.S. policy, and this accuracy depends, in part, 
on recognizing tifa and their role in public CCP statements. This report 
provides a systematic examination of how tifa are used in CCP policymak-
ing. In doing so, the report also highlights a clear methodology by which 
students, researchers of China’s elite politics, and practitioners who assess 
CCP leader perceptions can identify the messages that party leaders send 
through public propaganda. 

Report Organization

In this report, I provide a brief overview, divided into three chapters, of tifa 
as indicators of CCP decisionmaking. In Chapter 2, I summarize the role and 
relative authorities of the CCP’s classified, internal, and open-source infor-
mation systems and demonstrate how CCP traditions around a tifa call-and-
response cycle involving biaotai (表态) create linguistic patterns that enable 
analysts to make inferences about internal discourse using only open-source 
materials. In Chapter 3, I identify four characteristics of tifa, substantiated 
with brief case studies, that analysts can use to determine whether a phrase 
is, in fact, a tifa. I conclude the report in Chapter 4 with considerations about 
the role tifa analysis can play in the study of CCP leader perceptions, debate, 
and decisionmaking.

30	 David L. Bandurski and Chu Yang, “CMP Discourse Tracker #01,” Lingua Sinica, 
Substack, August 4, 2024. 
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CHAPTER 2

Tifa as Indicators in Chinese 
Communist Party Political Discourse

Tifa signal changes in CCP decisionmaking by announcing in public what 
party leaders have decided in private. A tifa’s analytical value arises from 
its role in the CCP’s political discourse and how that discourse is used to 
resolve organizational challenges. As this chapter will demonstrate, over-
coming coordination challenges typical of large organizations requires 
consensus-building efforts to produce policy directives. CCP leaders resolve 
their differences behind closed doors, known as the neibu (内部), where they 
build consensus around set tifa to guide China’s bureaucracy with one voice. 
When party leaders are prepared to roll out new determinations or policy to 
the rest of the CCP, official party media will promulgate speeches, articles, 
and other documentation explaining the policy and associating it with a 
specific tifa in open channels, known as the gongkai (公开). The degree of 
CCP cohesion around a tifa can be measured by its repetition throughout 
public party discourse, creating a call-and-response cycle arising from a 
party practice of biaotai (表态). When public interlocutors in CCP political 
discourse reject a new tifa by responding with a different tifa or a different 
interpretation of an approved tifa, these instances serve as indicators in the 
gongkai of possible decisionmaking or intraparty disputes within the neibu. 

Chinese Communist Party Coordination Problems: 
Three Political Information Systems

Like many organizations, the CCP faces coordination problems, including 
horizontal coordination on agenda-setting among party leaders and vertical 
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principal-agent problems coordinating orders, implementation, and over-
sight between party leaders and cadres.1 Party leaders resolve coordination 
problems among each other by ascribing the greatest policymaking author-
ity to collectively approved documents produced at the end of an often labo-
rious consensus-building process, such as Party Congress reports, five-year 
plans, and Central Committee plenum communiqués.2 A Party Congress’s 
political report, for example, is drafted by committee and receives “several 
thousand recommendations for revision” from party leaders and research 
teams over the course of a year.3 The final draft ultimately shared with the 

1	 A principal-agent problem is a type of conflict of interest in which a person or 
entity (the “agent”) is expected to perform on behalf of another person or entity (the 
“principal”), but the two parties have different interests and information, and so the 
principal cannot be certain that the agent is acting according to the principal’s expec-
tations. Using the CCP as an example, the principal would be party leadership, and 
the agent would be party cadres.

The literature on CCP coordination and principal-agent problems is exceptionally 
robust. See, for example, Kenneth G. Lieberthal and David M. Lampton, eds., Bureau-
cracy, Politics, and Decision Making in Post-Mao China, University of California 
Press, 1992; Andrew Mertha, “‘Fragmented Authoritarianism 2.0’: Political Pluraliza-
tion in the Chinese Policy Process,” China Quarterly, No. 200, December 2009; Kjeld 
Erik Brødsgaard, ed., Chinese Politics as Fragmented Authoritarianism: Earthquakes, 
Energy and Environment, Routledge, 2017; Chien-wen Kou, “Xi Jinping in Command: 
Solving the Principal–Agent Problem in CCP–PLA Relations?” China Quarterly, 
No. 232, December 2017; Xuezhi Guo, The Politics of the Core Leader in China: Cul-
ture, Institution, Legitimacy, and Power, Cambridge University Press, 2019, pp. 80–94; 
Anna L. Ahlers and Gunter Schubert, “Nothing New Under ‘Top-Level Design’? A 
Review of the Conceptual Literature on Local Policymaking in China,” Issues & Stud-
ies, Vol. 58, No. 1, March 2022; Wenyan Tu and Ting Gong, “Bureaucratic Shirking in 
China: Is Sanction-Based Accountability a Cure?” China Quarterly, No. 249, March 
2022; and Wei Chen, Shu Keng, and Siyi Zhang, “China’s Bureaucratic Slack: Material 
Inducements and Decision-Making Risks Among Chinese Local Cadres,” China Jour-
nal, Vol. 89, No. 1, January 2023.
2	 Susan V. Lawrence and Michael F. Martin, “Understanding China’s Political System,” 
Congressional Research Service, R41007, March 20, 2013, p. 10. 
3	 Alice Miller, “How to Read Xi Jinping’s 19th Party Congress Political Report,” China 
Leadership Monitor, No. 53, May 25, 2017, pp. 1–2.
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public is highly authoritative because it is legitimized by the CCP leader-
ship’s internal consensus-building process.4 

Party leaders address principal-agent problems with the CCP’s imple-
menting bureaucracy through education campaigns and political checks 
for ideological compliance, among other tools. Determinations made by 
top CCP leaders are sent down to lower-level party committees, which are 
required to hold regular group study sessions within their work units on 
such topics as CCP ideology; at the provincial level, party members are also 
subject to inspections and examinations to verify their quality of study.5 
Under Xi Jinping, the CCP has also institutionalized robust compliance 
checks into party regulations to ensure that “all party-made normative 
documents,” including regulatory and policy documents, are aligned with 
authoritative party determinations, such as the growing corpus of Xi’s 
speeches.6

Party leaders resolve their horizontal coordination problems and verti-
cal principal-agent problems in different channels of their political infor-
mation systems. To keep intraparty debates out of public view, horizon-
tal coordination between party leaders occurs in China’s classified system 
or its internal neibu system, while directives from party leadership to 
the larger bureaucracy leverage the reach of the public gongkai system.7 
These are described in greater detail in Table 1.1. Although China’s clas-
sified system undoubtedly contains highly authoritative information, it is 
poorly understood in open-source literature and is beyond the scope of this 
report’s analysis.8

4	 Guoguang Wu, China’s Party Congress: Power, Legitimacy, and Institutional Manipu-
lation, Cambridge University Press, 2015, pp. 123–125.
5	 He Yiting, The Central Party School and the Success of the Communist Party of China, 
Foreign Languages Press, 2018, pp. 63–68.
6	 Holly Snape, “The Rise of Party Law: Rewiring the Party, Recalibrating the Party-
State Relationship,” China Journal, No. 92, July 2024, pp. 14–16.
7	 This describes a general tendency in CCP behavior at the highest levels, and some 
party documents or decisions might not fit neatly into this framing. 
8	 People’s Republic of China Law on Guarding State Secrets [中华人民共和国保守国家
秘密法], Xinhua, February 2, 2024. 
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Debating and Selecting Tifa Behind Closed Doors

The internal or neibu system is the CCP’s rough equivalent of what, in the 
United States, is restricted as FOUO or CUI. The CCP does not maintain a 
single neibu to which all party members are read in. Instead, the neibu refers 
to a massive disaggregated system with compartments of limited distribu-
tion within party members’ work units, and it is the traditional repository 
for emerging policy proposals and debates, where party cadres are freer to 
dispute ideas without revealing those disputes to the public.9 When party 
leaders call for more-innovative ideas in public articles and speeches, for 
example, they are calling for more paper in the neibu.10 

Neibu information can include central documents containing politi-
cal directives issued by party leadership and research reports supporting 
the development of those directives. The scholar Wu Guoguang, who was 

9	 Kenneth Lieberthal, Central Documents and Politburo Politics in China, Center for 
Chinese Studies, University of Michigan, 1978, pp. 30–31; Wu, 1995, pp. 25–27.
10	 See, for example, Chen Li [陈理], “Continue Promoting the CCP’s Theoretical Inno-
vation (Deeply Study and Implement Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese 
Characteristics for a New Era)” [“继续推进党的理论创新(深入学习贯彻习近平新时代
中国特色社会主义思想)”], People’s Daily [人民日报], September 12, 2023. 

TABLE 1.1

Three Information Systems in the Chinese Communist Party

System Chinese Term Approximate U.S. Equivalent Description

Classified Mimi 秘密
Jimi 机密
Juemi 绝密

Confidential
Secret
Top Secret

Highly authoritative 

Internal Neibu 内部 For Official Use Only (FOUO) 
or Controlled Unclassified 
Information (CUI)

Not authoritative; debates 
permitted

Open Gongkai 公开 Official open source Authoritative, well-policed 
by propaganda organs

SOURCES: Features information from Guoguang Wu, “‘Documentary Politics’: Hypotheses, Process, 
and Case Studies,” in Carol Lee Hamrin and Suisheng Zhao, eds., Decision-Making in Deng’s China: 
Perspectives from Insiders, M.E. Sharpe, 1995, p. 25; State Council, People’s Republic of China 
Regulations on Government Information Disclosure [中华人民共和国政府信息公开条例], April 3, 
2019; People’s Republic of China Law on Guarding State Secrets, 2024, Article 40; Andrew Mertha, 
ed., Studying China in the Absence of Access: Rediscovering a Lost Art, School of Advanced 
International Studies China Research Center, Johns Hopkins University, 2024, p. 23.
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once an active participant in this system, describes the development of cen-
tral documents as involving (1) the selection of a designated drafting team, 
(2) top-down directives from political leadership to guide the drafting pro-
cess, (3) research and drafting of the document itself, (4) an extensive revision 
process in which political leaders and other stakeholders comment and offer 
feedback, and (5) approval by the relevant political body, typically the polit-
buro, before the document is disseminated.11 This process outputs various 
documents, including numbered circulars, leader speeches, and party deci-
sion documents.

The neibu document-production process can also involve the selec-
tion of a tifa to summarize the content of the document or decision. One of 
the clearest examples is the CCP Central Political Reform Research Group 
(中央政治体制改革研讨小组办公室), which formed in 1986 to undertake 
political reforms institutionalizing the separation of party and government 
in Chinese governance. According to two separate accounts from partici-
pants Wu Wei and Wu Guoguang, debating and selecting tifa was an impor-
tant part of the group’s decisionmaking.12 They report that, after the group 
agreed on the basic motivation, method, and objective of a political reform, 
the party officials involved agreed that it was necessary to identify a single 
phrase summarizing the basic content of their decision; the research group 
debated potential tifa for two days before converging on the phrase “build-
ing a socialist democracy” (建设社会主义民主政治), which was then writ-
ten into the next Party Congress report.13

The importance of crystallizing the outcomes of internal debates con-
tinues to hold in the Xi Jinping era. CCP propaganda recounts that the 2013 
Central Committee Decision on Several Major Issues Concerning Compre-
hensively Deepening Reforms (Draft) was drafted over the course of 200 

11	 Wu, 1995, pp. 27–29.
12	 Wu Wei [吴伟], “The First Meeting of the Political Reform Research Group” [“政改研
讨小组的第一次会议”], New York Times Chinese Edition, March 10, 2014; Independent 
Chinese PEN Center [独立中文笔会], “Ya Yi: Democracy Is a Process of Building—an 
Interview with Dr. Wu Guoguang” [“亚衣: 民主是一个建设过程——访吴国光博士”], 
August 22, 2022.
13	 Wu Guoguang [吴国光], “Zhao Ziyang and Political Reform” [“赵紫阳与政治改革”], 
Pacific Century Publishing [太平洋世紀出版社], 1997, p. 168; Wu, 2014.
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days and included repeated submissions to and revisions from Xi.14 CCP 
propaganda in 2024 took care to credit Xi with finalizing a tifa modifi-
cation about China’s economic development. Prior to the 2013 reforms, 
party leaders determined that markets would hold a “fundamental role” 
(“基础性作用”) in resource allocation; however, following the reforms, 
party leaders declared that markets would play a “decisive role” (“决定性作

用”) in resource allocation to preclude the idea that the party would allow 
for excessive state interference.15 Party outlets explained that the new tifa 
was more accurate because it described “promoting reform of the social-
ist market economic system on the basis of the planned economic system,” 
while the prior tifa implied the more simple “direct transformation to a 
market economy system.”16 Regardless of the role that Xi played in selecting 
the new tifa—tendencies toward sycophantic appeals in party propaganda 
might give him more credit than he merited—the episode demonstrates the 
enduring importance of party convergence around new tifa to summarize 
and explain changes in CCP policy. 

Tifa can also arise from the second category of neibu documents, which 
are advisory research reports or proposals submitted by researchers other 
than the team designated to research and draft a central document. Scholars 
from the CCP’s designated academic institutions—which typically include 
the Central Party School, the Academy of Social Sciences, the Chinese Acad-
emy of Sciences, the Chinese Academy of Governance, and other major party 
institutions—are often assigned to prepare internal lectures for politburo 
group study or research reports to advise a major Central Committee deci-
sion.17 Party-assigned research reports can be contracted at various stages 

14	 Central People’s Government of the People’s Republic of China, “Decision of the CPC 
Central Committee on Several Major Issues Concerning Comprehensively Deepening 
Reform,” Xinhua, November 15, 2013; Zhao Leixiang [赵镭饷], “Close-Up on Reform: 
Issuing a General Mobilization Order for Comprehensively Deepening Reform for a 
New Era” [“改革近镜头丨发出新时代全面深化改革的总动员令”], Xinhua, July 17, 2024.
15	 Zhao, 2024; “How to Understand That the Market Plays a Decisive Role in Resource 
Allocation?” [“如何理解使市场在资源配置中起决定性作用?”], People’s Daily Online [人
民网], November 28, 2013.
16	 “How to Understand,” 2013. 
17	 He, 2018, pp. 58–60, 309–312.
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of policy decisionmaking, and China’s government often designates funding 
to commission research to develop a new concept or to explore the policy 
implications of that concept.18 In a 2018 book, then–Central Party School 
Vice President He Yiting affirmed the importance of advisory research in the 
neibu, explaining that, “at present, internal publication is the most important 
approach for Central Party School experts and scholars to provide decision-
making consultation.”19 This advisory relationship also exists between the 
Central Military Commission and leading PLA institutions, such as the 
Academy of Military Science and the National Defense University.20 

The following example illustrates how this advisory relationship holds 
for scholars within the PLA system. In early 2016, Xi announced a new tifa 
calling on the PLA to become a “world-class military” (“世界一流军队”) 
and cemented its status by including the tifa in the 19th Party Congress 
report section on PLA modernization goals.21 The “world-class military” 
tifa very likely originated from PLA Air Force research that emerged sev-
eral years prior. Before the “world-class military” tifa existed, leading PLA 
Air Force theorists announced a “strategic vision aiming for the level of a 
world-class air force” in response to Xi’s directives for the PLA to realize 
the “strong military dream” (“强军梦”).22 Reinforcing the significance of 
the PLA Air Force’s “world-class air force” concept, the authoritative 2013 

18	 Zeng, 2020, pp. 34–35.
19	 He, 2018, p. 316.
20	 Yang Xuejun [杨学军] and Bai Lü [白吕], “Concentrate on Building High-Level 
Military Research Institution and Accelerate the Prosperous Development of Modern 
Military Sciences: Commemorating the 65th Anniversary of the Founding of the Peo-
ple’s Liberation Army Academy of Military Sciences” [“聚力建设高水平军事科研机
构 加快繁荣发展现代军事科学——纪念中国人民解放军军事科学院成立65 周年”], 
China Military Science [中国军事科学], No. 2, 2023, p. 3. 
21	 M. Taylor Fravel, “China’s ‘World Class Military’ Ambitions: Origins and Implica-
tions,” Washington Quarterly, Vol. 43, No. 1, Spring 2020, pp. 86–87.
22	 Dong Wenxian [董文先], “Build a People’s Air Force That Integrates Air and Space 
and Is Capable of Both Offense and Defense” [建设空天一体, 攻防兼备的人民空军], 
China National Defense News Special Issue on Military Affairs [中国国防报·军事特刊], 
June 18, 2014.
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textbook Science of Military Strategy establishes a key objective of becoming 
a “world-class air force” in the PLA Air Force’s continued development.23

After new tifa are selected, whether from the neibu document-
production process or from advisory reports, they are disseminated in 
limited-distribution channels to apprise CCP members of the new party 
determination. Although many of these neibu distribution channels are 
not well understood using public sources, some channels from the CCP’s 
recent history have become more accessible to foreign researchers. These 
include publications compiled by regional party schools and local party 
affairs offices or publications operated by individual party media outlets. 

Party newsletters from the neibu that are now partially available to 
the public, although dated, show the importance of distributing new tifa 
and how to correctly interpret tifa through neibu channels. For example, 
Volume 188 of the neibu publication Reference Materials for Teaching and 
Research (教研参考资料) features a section titled, “Some New Tifa from 
Documents of the 12th Party Congress” (“党的十二大文件中的一些新提

法”), which comprises a memo-style summary digest of major new tifa 
and their meanings.24 A similar document reproducing this list for a local 
party affairs office (党务办公室) highlighted its importance in an editor’s 
note: “This material has a certain guiding role in further understanding 
the spirit of the 12th Party Congress and mastering its propaganda. It will 
be reproduced as follows for reference by propaganda departments at all 
levels.”25 A neibu media publication, Newspapers and Periodicals (报刊

资料), also regularly published lists of tifa, noting that such publication 
was “provided for internal study and reference by leading comrades and 

23	 Shou Xiaosong [寿晓松], ed., Science of Military Strategy [战略学], Military Science 
Press [军事科学出版社], 2013, p. 222.
24	 Library and Information Room of the Party School of the Xinjiang Uygur Autono-
mous Region Committee of the Chinese Communist Party [中共新疆维吾尔自治区委
员会党校图书资料室], ed., Reference Materials for Teaching and Research [教研参考资
料], Vol. 188, September 25, 1983. According to this source, the list was first published 
in PLA Daily Press [解放军报社], Newspapers and Periodicals [报刊资料], 1983, No. 1.
25	 Party Affairs Office Reproduction [党务办公室翻印], Study Documents [学习资料], 
June 1987.
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this newspaper” (“供领导同志和本报内部学习参考”).26 Publishing agen-
cies appear to release their own editions of Newspapers and Periodicals 
for separate distribution lists.27 These publications reveal pieces of a neibu 
information system of internal-only publications that specifically high-
light and explain new tifa. Although these specific publications might no 
longer exist (they have likely been replaced as the CCP reforms its propa-
ganda system), the internal publication system within which they circu-
lated almost certainly endures. 

Disseminating Authoritative Determinations in 
Open Channels

The official open-source or gongkai system comprises material published 
under the purview of the CCP Central Committee Propaganda Depart-
ment. These materials include official government disclosures to China’s 
public, party disclosures (党务公开) to those both within and outside the 
party, party newspapers (such as the People’s Daily), or state broadcasts 
(such as the flagship China Central Television news broadcast Xinwen 
Lianbo [新闻联播]).28 Materials approved for broader dissemination in the 
gongkai are highly authoritative of the party’s institutional position; they 
have already undergone debate, consensus-building, and resolution in the 

26	 Handan Daily Editorial Office [邯郸日报编办室], ed., Newspapers and Periodicals 
[报刊资料], No. 19, June 19, 1973.
27	 Two editions of Newspapers and Periodicals are cited in this paragraph: One was com-
piled by the Editorial Office of the Handan Daily newspaper, and the other was compiled 
by the PLA Daily Press. This indicates that different publishing entities are responsible 
for maintaining their own distribution lists and for publishing their own editions of 
Newspapers and Periodicals. 
28	 Lieberthal, 1978, pp. 67–70; “The CCP Central Committee Issued ‘Regulations on 
Disclosure of Party Affairs (Trial)’” [“中共中央印发‘中国共产党党务公开条例(试行)’”], 
Xinhua, December 25, 2017; State Council, 2019; Jean-Pierre Cabestan, “Organisation 
and (Lack of) Democracy in the Chinese Communist Party: A Critical Reading of the 
Successive Iterations of the Party Constitution,” in Jérôme Doyon and Chloé Froissart, 
eds., The Chinese Communist Party: A 100-Year Trajectory, ANU Press, 2024, p. 37.
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neibu and, thus, become a new party determination approved for public 
dissemination.29

In this way, the gongkai is the heavily polished outer layer of the CCP’s 
policymaking system. CCP policy debates happen in the neibu and are not 
accessible to foreign analysts, and the results get published in the more 
accessible gongkai. In this way, shifts in the gongkai can correspond to the 
debate, consensus-building, and decisionmaking process of the neibu. The 
party’s attempts to project an image of scientific foresight and sage con-
tinuity in its public-facing documents obstruct this neibu process, and an 
uncritical reading of the gongkai might suggest that CCP policy is unchang-
ing in its objective and resolve. That is why understanding CCP informa-
tion systems and their interrelationships is critical for discerning the party’s 
institutional perceptions and decisions. 

Authority in the Gongkai 
The gongkai is a sprawling system with various channels and hierarchies. 
To distinguish these channels and hierarchies, party newspapers often 
follow certain practices that observers have documented in detail. This sec-
tion summarizes many of these practices to characterize tendencies in CCP 
publishing that can inform the authority of a source in the gongkai and, by 
extension, the authority of that source for understanding the meaning of a 
tifa. Still, the tendencies described in this section are general principles, not 
laws. Although these principles are useful for understanding tifa in general 
and for modifying an analyst’s understanding of particular tifa, they cannot 
serve as an absolute authority. 

Within the world of party newspapers, separate party and government 
bureaucracies operate different publications with distinct but overlapping 
emphases. For example, the CCP Central Committee Propaganda Depart-
ment publishes both the People’s Daily—the party’s flagship newspaper, 
which publishes articles on a variety of topics—and the Guangming Daily, 
a newspaper edited by the Propaganda Department’s Bureau of Theory, 

29	 Wu, 1995, pp. 29–30.
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which focuses more narrowly on party theory.30 Additionally, the articles 
within each newspaper follow a hierarchy: People’s Daily editorials (社论) 
written by the Editorial Department lead in authority, followed by com-
mentator (评论员) articles. Both editorials and commentator articles reflect 
views that are approved by the Central Committee (see Figure 2.1).31 This 
hierarchy, in which authority declines from editorials to commentator arti-
cles to general articles, appears to follow with other outlets in the gongkai 
as well.

CCP propaganda articles can also be distinguished by their columns 
and pseudonymous columnists, which vary by publication and convey both 
authority and function. In the People’s Daily, for example, articles by Ren 
Zhongping (任仲平) are especially authoritative editorials presented to be 
palatable for general audiences, while articles by Zhong Sheng (钟胜) pres-
ent the paper’s authoritative but often alarmist messages on international 
situations.32 In PLA Daily, the column Research Military Affairs, Research 
War, and Research Warfighting (研究军事, 研究战争, 研究打仗专论) pub-
lishes articles that “investigate scientific laws for the People’s Army to pre-
vail over a strong enemy,” referring euphemistically to military conflict with 
the United States.33 

The People’s Daily is the CCP’s principal newspaper and the most author-
itative source of new tifa in the gongkai. Wu Guoguang, who served as 
editor-in-chief of the Commentary Department of the People’s Daily in the 
1980s, stated explicitly that the paper is a “vehicle of command” for the CCP, 
and the paper’s core functions are to receive and disseminate information 

30	 Wen-Hsuan Tsai and Peng-Hsiang Kao, “Secret Codes of Political Propaganda: The 
Unknown System of Writing Teams,” China Quarterly, No. 214, June 2013, pp. 398–402.
31	 Tsai and Kao, 2013, pp. 398–399; David Gitter and Leah Fang, “The Chinese Com-
munist Party’s Use of Homophonous Pen Names: An Open-Source Open Secret,” Asia 
Policy, Vol. 13, No. 1, January 2018, pp. 73–74.
32	 Gitter and Fang, 2018, pp. 81–89. 
33	 “Recalling 90 Years of Glorious History, the People’s Liberation Army Newspaper 
Office Publishes 90 Editions of Commemorative Special Issues” [“回溯90年辉煌历
程 解放军报社推出90个版纪念特刊”], PLA Daily [解放军报], August 2, 2017; Nathan 
Beauchamp-Mustafaga, “Dare to Face the ‘Strong Enemy 强敌’: How Xi Jinping Has 
Made the PLA Talk About the United States,” Sinocism, Substack, March 4, 2021.
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FIGURE 2.1 

Authorities, Outlets, and Writing Pseudonyms in the Chinese 
Communist Party Gongkai System
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from party leaders and “ensure that the message is not misinterpreted.”34 
Fulfilling this responsibility, the People’s Daily regularly highlights and pro-
vides summary explanations of new tifa emerging from major party events 
and decisions, such as Party Congresses,35 Central Committee plenary 
sessions,36 and major work conferences.37 Party propagandists at the Peo-
ple’s Daily appear to believe that their function has continued with greater 
importance under Xi’s leadership. Following the 2016 News and Public 
Opinion Work Conference in which Xi issued political guidance to the gong-
kai apparatus, the People’s Daily declared great success in implementing his 
requirements.38 The paper claimed that its most-authoritative articles that 
year, including an editorial explaining tifa arising from the Sixth Plenum of 
the 19th Central Committee, were received as “domineering and powerful,” 
“magnificent and heroic,” with netizens proclaiming that “every word of the 
People’s Daily is of great importance.”39 

34	 Independent Chinese PEN Center, 2022.
35	 Wang Yufeng [王宇峰], Yu Xingxin [余星馨], and Yue Xiaoqiao [岳小乔], “The Full 
Text of the 20th Congress of the Chinese Communist Party Report Has Been Released, 
and These Tifa Are Worthy of Attention!” [“党的二十大报告全文发布, 这些提法值
得关注!”], People’s Daily app [人民日报客户端], October 26, 2022; “Special Planning” 
Group [“特别策划”组], “New Tifa, New Judgments in the 20th Party Congress Report” 
[“二十大报告新提法, 新论断”], People’s Tribune [人民论坛], November 1, 2022. The 
People’s Tribune is a magazine sponsored and managed by the People’s Daily. 
36	 “‘Taking Stock’ Nine New Tifa and Points of Discussion in the 18th Central Com-
mittee Third Plenum Communiqué” [“盘点: 十八届三中全会公报九处新提法及点
评”], People’s Daily [人民日报], November 12, 2013; “People’s Daily Editorial: Providing 
a Strong Guarantee for the Great Rejuvenation of the Chinese Nation” [“人民日报社
论: 为实现中华民族伟大复兴提供有力保证”], People’s Daily [人民日报], November 1, 
2019; People’s Daily Commentator [人民日报评论员], “Precisely Grasp the Crux and 
Root of National Governance” [“准确把握国家治理的关键和根本”], November 4, 2019.
37	 “Interpretation of Multiple New Tifa from the Central Economic Work Conference” 
[“人民日报: 解读中央经济工作会议多个新提法”], People’s Daily [人民日报], Decem-
ber 15, 2008. 
38	 “Persist in the Correct Direction in Bringing Forth New Ideas, Methods, and Tech-
niques. Raise High the News Media’s Public Opinion Propaganda Power and Guiding 
Power” [“习近平: 坚持正确方向创新方法手段 提高新闻舆论传播力引导力”], Xinhua, 
February 19, 2016.
39	 Wen Songhui [文松辉], “Praise for ‘People’s Daily Top 10 Major Articles in 2016’ 
Planned by People’s Daily” [“人民网策划‘2016年人民日报十大重头文章’获点赞”], Janu-
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Despite its authoritative importance, the People’s Daily alone is insuf-
ficient for identifying and tracking relevant tifa in CCP decisionmaking, 
as the entire gongkai system across party and state outlets is responsible 
for disseminating this information. In the case of major events, such as 
new tifa emerging from Party Congresses, similar information might 
be presented in the State Council–governed outlet Xinhua, which dupli-
cates some of the People’s Daily’s efforts.40 At other times, the two outlets 
appear to divide labor; news on government work and policy tends toward 
Xinhua, and party or ideological guidance tends toward the People’s Daily. 
When the CCP convened its Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference in 
December 2023, Xinhua published the fact of the conference and provided 
details on the speech Xi delivered, and the People’s Daily republished the 
Xinhua account the following day.41 Similarly, when the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs Party Committee published its ideologically derived “scien-
tific guidance” emerging from this work conference, the article first ran in 
the People’s Daily, and Xinhua republished the People’s Daily article later 
that afternoon.42 

ary 1, 2017.
40	 See, for example, Liu Jiang [刘江], Zhang Xudong [张旭东], and Huang Quanquan 
[黄全权], “New Ideas, New Judgments, New Tifa, and New Measures in the 19th Party 
Congress Report” [“十九大报告的新思想, 新论断, 新提法, 新举措”], Xinhua, Octo-
ber 19, 2017; and “Focusing on the 20th Party Congress Report, These Tifa Draw Peo-
ple’s Attention” [“聚焦二十大报告, 这些提法引人关注”], Xinhua, October 16, 2022. 
41	 “The Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference Is Held in Beijing, and Xi Jinping 
Delivers an Important Speech” [“中央外事工作会议在北京举行 习近平发表重要讲
话”], Xinhua, December 28, 2023a; “The Central Foreign Affairs Work Conference Is 
Held in Beijing, and Xi Jinping Delivers an Important Speech” [“中央外事工作会议在
北京举行 习近平发表重要讲话”], People’s Daily [人民日报], December 29, 2023b. 
42	 Ministry of Foreign Affairs Party Committee [外交部党委], “Scientific Guidance for 
China’s Diplomacy on the New Journey (Deepening the Study and Implementation of 
Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era)” [“新征
程中国外交的科学指引(深入学习贯彻习近平新时代中国特色社会主义思想)”], People’s 
Daily [人民日报], March 13, 2024a; Ministry of Foreign Affairs Party Committee [外交
部党委], “Scientific Guidance for China’s Diplomacy on the New Journey (Deepening 
the Study and Implementation of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Char-
acteristics for a New Era)” [“新征程中国外交的科学指引(深入学习贯彻习近平新时代中
国特色社会主义思想)”], Xinhua, March 13, 2024.
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In addition to the authoritative articles described previously, the gong-
kai contains semi-authoritative articles that can be useful for understanding 
tifa. A semi-authoritative article lacks the markers of institutional support 
described previously and, therefore, does not convey an authoritative party 
perspective; rather, it conveys a viewpoint from an individual with influ-
ence in the CCP, representing one of likely several perspectives that party 
officials could engage within the party neibu. 

One key example is the article “On the Timeline for Realizing the Chi-
nese Dream” by Qu Qingshan.43 In his article, Qu sought to explain the 
evolution of various tifa to establish continuity between the ways CCP 
officials had discussed revitalizing or rejuvenating China in prior periods, 
culminating in the currently used tifa “the great rejuvenation of the Chi-
nese nation” (“中华民族伟大复兴”) and Xi’s elaboration, in a separate tifa, 
of the “Chinese Dream” (“中国梦”).44 At the time, Qu directed the Central 
Committee Party History Research Office and was almost certainly an 
authoritative figure in documenting this type of historical account, but 
his article was published under his own name in the Beijing Daily, which 
is subordinate to the Beijing Municipal Party Committee, rather than in 
the People’s Daily, which represents the Central Committee.45 Qu’s posi-
tion and publication in a party outlet in the gongkai mean that his posi-
tion cannot be dismissed, and his assessment could very well align with 
that of top party leaders. Still, his article’s lack of apparent institutional 
endorsement (i.e., its publication under an authoritative pseudonym or as 
an editorial or commentator article in the People’s Daily) indicates that 
this article is not meant to convey an institutional CCP perspective. 

Authority is also relevant in how the CCP corrects tifa usage in the gong-
kai system; CCP media issues infrequent but targeted corrections to how 
party cadres interpret tifa. For example, CCP leaders now condemn the Cul-
tural Revolution–era tifa “taking class struggle as the key link” (“以阶级斗

争为纲”) as an “erroneous tifa,” in a rare, outright condemnation of a high-

43	 Qu Qingshan [曲青山], “On the Timeline for Realizing the Chinese Dream” [“关于实
现中国梦的时间节点”], Beijing Daily [北京日报], July 6, 2015. 
44	 Qu, 2015. 
45	 Qu, 2015. 
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level tifa.46 In another instance dating to the early days of the PRC, the Cen-
tral Committee determined that the tifa “technology leans to one side” (“技
术一边倒”) was inappropriate, and it sent a notice to all party committees 
and propaganda departments, all central ministries and commissions, all 
government party groups, and all newspapers to instead use the correct tifa 
“learn from the advanced science and technology of the Soviet Union” (“学
习苏联先进的科学和技术”).47

Call and Response: Tifa and Biaotai

Internal CCP debate over tifa, which happen in the neibu, can sometimes 
spill into the gongkai by affecting the call-and-response cycle enabled by 
the party members’ practice of biaotai. In the CCP’s biaotai culture, party 
members express support for a leader or position by repeating the leader’s 
tifa in a call-and-response in the gongkai.48 Jinghan Zeng provides the clear-
est summary of biaotai: “When a top leader puts forward an important 
slogan [tifa], other political actors are expected to make a known position 
about whether they support it or not.”49 Such actors can and commonly do 
express support by repeating the tifa in their own speeches and documents. 
If an actor is opposed, their options fall to direct opposition—which has 
been exceedingly rare since Jiang Zemin’s term as general secretary of the 
CCP from 1989 to 2002—or quiet resistance.50 

The CCP’s culture of biaotai is a critical link associating internal party 
discussions in the neibu with public indicators in the gongkai. According to 
this practice, party leaders and cadres who support a tifa will express their 

46	 Xi Jinping [习近平], speech at the symposium commemorating the 100th anniver-
sary of the birth of Comrade Deng Xiaoping [纪念邓小平同志诞辰110周年座谈会], 
August 20, 2014b. 
47	 Chinese Communist Party Central Committee [中共中央], “Instructions from the 
CCP Central Committee on Correcting the Erroneous Slogan Tifa ‘Technology Leans 
to One Side’” [“中共中央关于纠正’技术一边倒’口号提法错误的指示”], April 26, 1953.
48	 X. Zhou, 2022, pp. 18–19; Zeng, 2020, p. 26. 
49	 Zeng, 2020, p. 26. 
50	 Zeng, 2020, pp. 26–27.
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support by repeating the tifa. As a result, if Xi says that China is facing “pro-
found changes unseen in a century,” supportive party members will align 
themselves—with the policy assessment and with Xi himself—by repeating 
that tifa in speeches and newspaper columns in the gongkai and in papers 
in the neibu.

Foreign analysts can infer the existence and nature of some intra-
party disputes ongoing in the neibu from the success or breakdown of 
the tifa-biaotai call-and-response process. Strong party cohesion would 
be exemplified by a strong alignment between policy directive and policy 
implementation. A leader’s tifa is that policy directive, and the biaotai call-
and-response is the cadre’s indicator that it will advance this policy posi-
tion in the internal neibu, thus driving policy implementation. The leader 
speaks, and if the cadres repeat, that indicates the leader’s power in driving 
policy. The inverse is also true. When the tifa-biaotai call-and-response 
cycle is inconsistent or when CCP leaders deliver differing tifa, the policy 
behind the leader’s tifa might be facing implementation challenges. In this 
way, the language of tifa and practice of biaotai indicate the political cohe-
siveness and dominance of a CCP perspective or policy.

Breakdown in the Tifa-Biaotai Cycle
The tifa-biaotai call-and-response cycle can break down in multiple ways. 
Following the issue of a new tifa, political actors in the CCP can endorse the 
tifa by repeating it, quietly resist the tifa by declining to repeat it, or directly 
and openly oppose the tifa by endorsing an alternative one.51 For example, 
CCP paramount leader Deng Xiaoping first led a public split from Mao 
Zedong’s assessment that the world was one of “war and revolution” (“战争

与革命”) at the Third Plenum in 1978, and the Third Plenum Communiqué 
declared that “peace and development are the theme of the times” (“和平

与发展是当今时代主题”).52 Yet party leaders remained in dispute following 

51	 Zeng, 2020, p. 26. 
52	 Yang Jiechi, “Advancing China’s Major-Country Diplomacy Under the Guidance 
of Xi Jinping Thought on Foreign Affairs,” Qiushi [求是], Vol. 11, No. 4, October–
December 2019; Sang Donghua [桑东华], “Deng Xiaoping’s Peace Thought and Its 
Modern Importance” [“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.
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Authority and Frequency of Tifa Usage in the Gongkai

Analysts frequently confuse the number of times a term appears in 
gongkai media broadly, which is indicative of a tifa, with the number of 
times a term appears in a single document, which is not indicative of a 
tifa. For example, many analysts writing in English noted that the term 
security (安全) appears 91 times in the 20th Party Congress report, an 
increase from the 54 times the term appeared in the 19th Party Congress 
report.a On that basis, some analysts extrapolated the greater impor-
tance of security relative to other policy areas represented by other non-
tifa terms, such as diplomacy (外交) and Belt and Road (一带一路). This 
approach confuses the logic of the characteristics defining tifa.

A tifa’s proliferation through various channels (including gongkai 
media) is a critical metric of the tifa-biaotai call-and-response cycle, 
indicating both that Party leaders are disseminating the message and 
that Party cadres are responding in kind. The tifa-biaotai cycle does not 
exist within individual documents, yet analysts frequently take word 
counts to indicate a term’s importance or tifa status.

Moreover, a Study Times article published in 2012 explicitly criti-
cized the practice of interpreting Party intentions from the number of 
times a term is referenced. The article explained that 

this kind of document analysis may lead people to mistakenly 
believe issues that are not raised enough times are not impor-
tant. This not only prevents people from understanding the 
spirit of the Central Committee’s meetings, but it may also 
affect their implementation of the Central Committee’s spirit 
to some degree.b

Efforts to identify tifa and their importance should draw from 
analysis of how a tifa emerged in CCP political discourse, its degree of 
acceptance among Party leaders, and its placement in the boilerplate of 
CCP doctrine in major Party documents.

a Xi Jinping [习近平], “Hold High the Great Banner of Socialism with Chinese 
Characteristics and Strive in Unity to Build a Modern Socialist Country in All 
Respects” [“高举中国特色社会主义伟大旗帜 为全面建设社会主义现代化国家 
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this assessment, and the tifa was not elevated to a Party Congress report until 
the 13th Party Congress in 1987.53

Delaying or denying to biaotai a leader’s tifa can be a compelling politi-
cal challenge. Within the CCP’s enduring “win all” political tradition, 
which denies the concept of a loyal opposition, any option other than vocif-
erous endorsement through repetition is a form of defiance against the tifa’s 
policy and the leader who proposed it.54 Such noncompliance can take many 
forms. Rejection of a tifa by other party leaders could lead to its exclusion 
from the party’s most authoritative and collectively authored documents, 
such as Party Congress reports and Central Committee plenum commu-
niqués. Such rejection would also reduce the degree of lower-level cadres’ 
biaotai in support of the tifa, because party leaders send mixed signals to the 
implementing bureaucracy or internal disputes grant lower-ranking cadres 
the political cover to appeal to alternative tifa that are championed by other 
party leaders. 

53	 Zhong Wei [钟伟], “How Did My Party’s Judgment on the Theme of the Times Develop?” 
[“我党关于时代主题的论断是如何发展的”], Beijing Daily [北京日报], December 17, 
2012; Li Shenming [李慎明], “Differentiating the Era and Its Theme” [“对时代和时代主
题的辨析”], Red Flag Manuscript [红旗文稿], December 4, 2015; Li Xiangyong [李向勇], 
“The Main Content and Historical Status of Deng Xiaoping Theory” [“邓小平理论的主
要内容和历史地位”], Guangming Daily [光明日报], January 23, 2019.
54	 Tang Tsou, “Chinese Politics at the Top: Factionalism or Informal Politics? Balance-
of-Power Politics or a Game to Win All?” China Journal, No. 34, July 1995, p. 147; Joseph 
Fewsmith, Rethinking Chinese Politics, Cambridge University Press, 2021, pp. 13–20. 

而团结奋斗——在中国共产党第二十次全国代表大会上的报告”], report deliv-
ered to the 20th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, Octo-
ber 16, 2022; Xi Jinping [习近平], “Secure a Decisive Victory in Building a Mod-
erately Prosperous Society in All Respects and Strive for the Great Success of 
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era” [“决胜全面建成小康
社会 夺取新时代中国特色社会主义伟大胜利”], speech delivered at the 19th 
National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, October 18, 2017.
b “Do Not Simply Use the Number of Times a Term Appears to Interpret the 
Center’s Spirit” [“勿用某词出现次数等方式简单解读中央精神”], Study Times [
学习时报], October 22, 2012. For a more detailed analysis of word counts in the 
20th Party Congress report, see Bandurski, 2022.
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CCP leaders are aware that party cadres’ biaotai are not always earnest. 
Xi himself has asserted that “learning cannot just stop at memorizing some 
concepts and tifa,” but party cadres must instead “read the original text and 
understand the principles” by studying major party documents in the con-
text of one another.55 Party cadres might be incentivized to provide dis-
ingenuous biaotai responses to cope with pressure from their senior lead-
ers. During his fieldwork in China, Xueguang Zhou spoke with a local-level 
CCP official who explained: 

Nowadays there are many top-down dictated projects and tasks. You 
need to make reference to these projects and tasks when you report 
your work to your superiors. If you say a great deal about what you have 
done, but you make no reference to these designated tasks, it is not a 
good report.56

By the time Xi made his assertion in 2023, CCP media had been making 
similar exhortations for several years. Party leaders emphatically reiter-
ated that biaotai without action is insufficient, highlighting the importance 
of this lesson using commentator and special commentator articles in the 
Study Times (学习时报), the official newspaper of the CCP Central Party 
School.57 Other leading figures have also emphasized the urgent need to 
associate biaotai with implementation in the Study Times. Fan Zhengwei, 
deputy director of the People’s Daily Commentary Department, called on 
party cadres to “oppose ‘false loyalty’” and resolve the “prominent problem” 

55	 Qiushi Editorial Department [求是杂志编辑部], “Study All, Grasp All, and Imple-
ment All of the Spirit of the 20th Party Congress” [“全面学习, 全面把握, 全面落实党的
二十大精神”], Qiushi [求是], January 15, 2023. 
56	 X. Zhou, 2022, p. 18. 
57	 Study Times Special Commentator [学习时报特约评论员], “The Chinese Commu-
nist Party’s Solemn Choice” [“中国共产党的郑重选择”], Study Times [学习时报], Octo-
ber 31, 2016; Xu Baojian [许宝健], “Study Times Commentator: From Whence Comes 
the ‘Spirit of Initiative’?” [“学习时报评论员: ‘主动干精神’从何而来”], Study Times 
[学习时报], August 22, 2018a; Xu Baojian [许宝健], “Study Times Commentator: Truly 
Study, Truly Understand, Truly Believe, Truly Employ” [“学习时报评论员: 真学 真懂 
真信 真用”], Study Times [学习时报], August 31, 2018b.
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of biaotai with inadequate implementation.58 In another article, Liu Maojie, 
who served at the time as the director of the Academy of Military Science 
Political Work Research Office, framed the importance of implementation 
along with biaotai as a matter of party control of the military while also 
accusing some in the ranks of “implementing orders and instructions at 
a discount, acting arbitrarily, and bending the rules” in defiance of PLA 
leadership.59 The consistency and eventual elevation of this message over 
several years suggests that party leaders maintain enduring concerns over 
dishonest biaotai. 

Even for earnest party cadres, delivering the politically correct biaotai 
can be a moving target. The correct biaotai changes as CCP leaders change 
policies and their accompanying tifa. This is most visible as party leaders 
chart new paths from those of their predecessors. For example, in 2019, the 
Study Times ran an article in which the Central Party School Party Build-
ing Department director, Zhang Zhiming, answered a student who asked, 
“Why is it wrong to say that the CCP ‘transformed from a revolutionary 
party to a ruling party’?” (“从革命党向执政党转变”).60 Zhang offered sev-
eral reasons, including that the phrase “is not a tifa used by the CCP Central 
Committee” and that the correct tifa, which states, “our party has trans-
formed from a party that led the people to seize national power and struggle 
[to achieve the party’s goals] to a party that governs the country and holds 
power for a long time” (“我们党已经从一个领导人民为夺取全国政权而奋

斗的党转变成为在全国执政并长期执政的党”), should not be shortened.61 

58	 Fan Zhengwei [范正伟], “Use ‘Political Outcomes’ to Examine Political Ability” 
[“以’政治效果’检验政治能力”], Study Times [学习时报], July 27, 2018.
59	 Liu Maojie [刘茂杰], “Looking Back on the History and Revealing the Experiences 
of the Party’s Absolute Leadership of the Military” [“党对军队绝对领导的历史回顾与
经验启示”], Study Times [学习时报], July 26, 2017. For similar articles addressing ear-
nest biaotai in the PLA, see Wang Qing [王庆], “The Habit of Biaotai Without Action 
Must Not Be Permitted” [“只表态不落实的习惯要不得”], PLA Daily [解放军报], Sep-
tember 28, 2016; and Yu Lanhe [于兰河], “Action Is the Best Biaotai” [“落实行动是最好
的表态”], PLA Daily [解放军报], May 8, 2018. 
60	 Xu Li [徐黎], “Why Is It Wrong to Say That Our Party ‘Transformed from a Revolu-
tionary Party to a Ruling Party?’” [“为什么说我党‘从革命党向执政党转变’的说法是错
误的?”], Study Times [学习时报], November 18, 2019.
61	 Xu, 2019.
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Although this piece is only semi-authoritative, representing an influential 
individual’s remarks rather than an institutional position, research by CCP 
analyst Holly Snape shows that Zhang’s criticism indicates a broader shift 
in policy: Zhang’s criticism directly criticizes a shortened tifa that former 
top leaders Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao both employed, and the criticism is 
attributed to Xi himself.62 Zhang went as far as to claim that cadres offer-
ing the shortened tifa in their biaotai violated party protocol and discipline, 
which, Snape argues, indicated the CCP’s restriction of debate on the topic 
as the party reasserted that it was both a revolutionary and a governing 
party.63

Case Study: Chinese Communist Party Leaders 
Resist and Then Endorse the “Integrated Approach 
to Development and Security” Tifa

CCP leader resistance to embracing a new tifa was particularly noticeable 
when General Secretary Xi sought to revise how the party ordered its policy 
priorities. In 2014, Xi initiated an internal CCP debate to reframe the party’s 
top policymaking priority from solely focusing on economic development 
to instead equally balancing economic development and national security.64 
Although CCP emphasis on economic growth began in the late 1970s in the 
reform and opening period, General Secretary Jiang Zemin endorsed growth 
as the top priority and a matter of regime survival in 2002 by introducing 
the tifa “development must be the party’s top priority for governance and 
national rejuvenation” (“必须把发展作为党执政兴国的第一要务”) (here-
after referred to as development first).65 Demonstrating the tifa’s enduring 

62	 Holly Snape, “The Chinese Communist Party at 100: Adaptable and Abiding,” Coun-
cil on Geostrategy, Explainer No. GPE02, July 2021, pp. 3–4.
63	 Xu, 2019; Snape, 2021, p. 5. 
64	 This section is adapted and updated from Wang, 2023. 
65	 “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; Jiang 
Zemin [江泽民], “Build a Well-Off Society in an All-Round Way and Create a New 
Situation in Building Socialism with Chinese Characteristics” [“全面建设小康社会, 开
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influence in the party, every major Party Congress report following this 
speech has included some version of the “development-first” dictum. Jiang 
and his successor, Hu Jintao, referenced the tifa verbatim in their Party Con-
gress speeches in 2002 and 2007, while Hu’s successor, Xi, cited the tifa with 
some modifications in Party Congresses in 2012 and 2017.66 

Although Xi’s 2017 speech cited Jiang’s development-first tifa, he was 
simultaneously working to make modifications to the tifa and, by exten-
sion, to the CCP’s policy orientation. In April 2014, Xi delivered a speech 
introducing the “overall national security concept” (“总体国家安全观”) 
tifa, which expanded the definition of national security to include such new 
domains as China’s economy and society.67 In this speech and two subse-
quent high-profile speeches that year, Xi also experimented with various 
slogans, arguing that the CCP should consider development and security as 
equal in priority without making any appeals to development first.68

创中国特色社会主义事业新局面”], speech delivered at the 16th National Congress of 
the Chinese Communist Party, November 8, 2002.
66	 For more on the significance of modifying this tifa, see Chapter 3. Also see Jiang, 
2002; Hu Jintao [胡锦涛], “Hold High the Great Banner of Socialism with Chinese 
Characteristics and Strive for New Victories in Building a Moderately Prosperous Soci-
ety in All Respects” [“高举中国特色社会主义伟大旗帜 为夺取全面建设小康社会新胜
利而奋斗”], speech delivered at the 17th National Congress of the Chinese Communist 
Party, October 15, 2007; Hu Jintao [胡锦涛], “Firmly March on the Path of Socialism 
with Chinese Characteristics and Strive to Build a Moderately Prosperous Society in 
All Respects” [“坚定不移沿着中国特色社会主义道路前进 为全面建成小康社会而奋
斗”], speech delivered at the 18th National Congress of the Chinese Communist Party, 
November 8, 2012; and Xi, 2017.
67	 “Xi Jinping: Strive for the Overall National Security Concept and Walk the Path 
Toward National Security with Chinese Characteristics” [“习近平: 坚持总体国家安全
观 走中国特色国家安全道路”], Xinhua, April 15, 2014. 
68	 The proposed tifa that Xi experimented with in these speeches included “development 
is the foundation of security, and security is the prerequisite for development” (“发展是
安全的基础, 安全是发展的条件”), “equal emphasis on development and security” (“发
展和安全并重”), and “integrated approach to the two major issues of development and 
security” (“统筹发展安全两件大事”). See ““Xi Jinping: Strive for the Overall National 
Security Concept,” 2014; Xi Jinping [习近平], “Actively Establish an Asian Security Con-
cept and Create a New Situation of Security Cooperation” [“积极树立亚洲安全观 共创
安全合作新局面”], speech delivered at the Conference on Interaction and Confidence 
Building Measures in Asia, May 22, 2014a; “Xi Jinping Attends the Central Conference 
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Party cadres’ biaotai in response to Xi’s push to change development 
first was deeply uneven, indicating opposition among party leaders. Col-
lective documents, such as the 2015 Fifth Plenum Communiqué and the 
13th Five-Year Plan, offered likely opposition to Xi’s proposals by elevat-
ing development first, although the communiqué acknowledged the need 
to simultaneously attend to security without addressing its priority.69 None 
of Xi’s experimented tifa was widely promulgated in CCP propaganda, sug-
gesting a widespread, quiet resistance in the absence of a clear signal from 
party leadership. 

The tifa-biaotai call-and-response around Xi’s proposal finally began in 
2020, six years after he initially suggested revising development first. CCP 
internal debate and consensus-building over development first continued 
until party leaders revealed their collective support of Xi’s proposal in a 
new, finalized tifa of the “integrated approach to development and security” 
(“统筹发展和安全”), which culminated, apparently, in the party’s rollout 
of the tifa in CCP public messaging, composed of a series of authoritative 
documents and events, including the 2020 Fifth Plenum, the 14th Five-Year 
Plan, and multiple politburo meetings.70 To further clarify who prevailed 
in the debate, the rollout of the new tifa included a meeting in which Xi 
lectured other politburo members that the party must “adhere to an inte-
grated approach to security and development, placing equal emphasis on 

on Work Relating to Foreign Affairs and Delivered an Important Speech” [“习近平出席
中央外事工作会议并发表重要讲话”], Xinhua, November 29, 2014. 
69	 “Authorized Release: Communiqué from the Fifth Plenary Session of the Eighteenth 
CCP Central Committee” [“授权发布: 中国共产党第十八届中央委员会第五次全体会
议公报”], Xinhua, October 29, 2015; State Council, “Outline of the Thirteenth Five-Year 
Plan for National Economic and Social Development of the People’s Republic of China” 
[“中华人民共和国国民经济和社会发展第十三个五年规划纲要”], March 17, 2016.
70	 “Authorized Release: Communiqué from the Fifth Plenary Session of the Nineteenth 
CCP Central Committee” [“(受权发布)中国共产党第十九届中央委员会第五次全体会
议公报”] Xinhua, October 29, 2020; “CCP Central Committee Proposals on Formulat-
ing the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development and 
Prospective Goals for 2035” [“中共中央关于制定国民经济和社会发展第十四个五年规
划和二〇三五年远景目标的建议”], Xinhua, November 3, 2020; State Council, “Outline 
of the Fourteenth Five-Year Plan for National Economic and Social Development and 
Prospective Goals for 2035 for the People’s Republic of China” [“中华人民共和国国民经
济和社会发展第十四个五年规划和2035年远景目标纲要”], March 13, 2021.
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both” (“坚持统筹发展和安全 坚持发展和安全并重”), and, beginning in 
2020, CCP propaganda trumpeted that the CCP had “for the first time put 
the ‘integrated development’ of ‘development and security’ into the guid-
ing ideology of China’s economic and social development during the 14th 
[Five-Year Plan] period.”71 Punctuating this achievement, Chinese gongkai 
media references to the new tifa exploded in 2020 and thereafter, as seen in 
Figure 2.2.

71 “Addressing the 26th Politburo Group Study Session, Xi Jinping Emphasized the 
Need to Adhere to System-Based Thinking to Build a Large Security Structure That 
Provides a Strong Guarantee for Building a Modern Socialist Country” [“习近平在中央
政治局第二十六次集体学习时强调 坚持系统思维构建大安全格局 为建设社会主义现
代化国家提供坚强保障”], Xinhua, December 12, 2020; Xue Kan, “Persist in Taking an 
Integrated Approach to the Two Major Issues of Development and Security” [“坚持统
筹发展和安全两件大事”], Red Flag Manuscript [红旗文稿], November 9, 2021.

FIGURE 2.2

Number of References to the Tifa “Integrated Approach to 
Development and Security” [“统筹发簪和安全统筹发簪和安全”] in Chinese 
Newspapers, 2002–2021
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Subsequent CCP discourse clarified that this tifa shift elevated security 
but did not diminish economic growth. Xi’s 2022 report to the 20th Party 
Congress offered a slightly revised development-first tifa, stating that “devel-
opment is the party’s first priority for governance and rejuvenation” (“发展

是党执政兴国的第一要务”), demonstrating the tifa’s continued importance 
despite modification.72 CCP political literature has converged around the 
parity between the two issues—economic development is the “first priority” 
(“第一要务”), and national security is the “top priority” (“头等大事”) to be 
integrated under the new tifa.73 

Importantly, this case study demonstrates the use of a method that 
depends on the absence of an expected response in the tifa-biaotai call-
and-response cycle, but that absence does not become apparent until it is no 
longer an absence—i.e., when the cycle begins without issue. An analyst in 
2014 cannot assess with confidence and from the available information that 
Xi was unsuccessful in driving a new policy that balanced the competing 
priorities of development and security. It was not until the tifa-biaotai call-
and-response cycle resumed in 2020 that foreign analysts could clearly iden-
tify, using this method, that (1) Xi had pushed this policy approach in new 
experimental tifa as early as 2014 or (2) the party, as a whole, did not openly 
endorse it until 2020, leaving an identifiable gap in the call-and-response 
between 2014 and 2020. To identify the resumption of the call-and-response 
cycle and its preceding absence, analysts will need to locate a culminating 
point in CCP discourse at which information appears to have moved from 
the neibu to the gongkai.

72	 As will be discussed in the next chapter, modifying tifa in any way indicates a 
change in the underlying policy the tifa signifies. Xi, 2022. 
73	 National Defense University Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Char-
acteristics for a New Era Research Center [国防大学习近平新时代中国特色社会主义
思想研究中心], Economic Daily [经济日报], September 14, 2022; Han Xiping [韩喜平], 
“Insist on the Positive Interactions Between High Quality Development and High Level 
of Security” [“坚持高质量发展和高水平安全良性互动”], Red Flag Manuscript [红旗文
稿], January 2024; Zhu Yi [朱羿], “Better Coordinate the Two Important Tasks of Devel-
opment and Security” [“更好统筹发展和安全两件大事”], Chinese Social Sciences Today 
[中国社会科学报], March 15, 2024.
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CHAPTER 3

The Identifying Characteristics of Tifa

Successfully tracking a tifa’s journey through CCP political discourse 
requires being able to identify whether a phrase is a tifa at all. Some tifa 
are easily identifiable as “terms topped by numerals”: the “three represents” 
(“三个代表”), “five incapables” (“五个不会”), and “two bomb one satel-
lite” (“两弹一星”) follow the tradition of military colloquialisms that were 
common when Mao Zedong began sloganeering to organize the CCP.1 Yet 
tifa can also embody a wide variety of characteristics that are not so easily 
identified. Not all common phrases or slogans used in Chinese political 
speech are tifa, and, although CCP media regularly publish lists of emerg-
ing tifa, to date, they have not published any clear definition or guidance 
for developing tifa. This chapter takes a preliminary step toward defining 
tifa by laying out several identifying characteristics to which almost all tifa 
conform. Identifying and interpreting tifa remain an art rather than a sci-
ence, and this list of identifying characteristics is not exhaustive. Still, these 
characteristics pervade known tifa, and this list might help guide foreign 
analysts who are attempting to determine the political significance of a 
notable phrase. 

Characteristic 1: Politically Laden, Stated Verbatim

As summary statements of often complex political determinations, tifa are 
encumbered by enormous political symbolism and meaning such that they 
cannot be changed without changing the determination. As early as the 

1	 Li Chi, Studies in Chinese Communist Terminology: No. 3, Part II, Terms Topped by 
Numerals, Institute of International Studies, University of California, 1957, p. 34.
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Mao era, tifa were “condensed phrases loaded with meaning” to the point 
of sounding too vague or too turgid for daily speech.2 Yet these phrases are 
vague or turgid by design. CCP leaders and ideologues are extremely precise 
in their word selection when composing tifa and consider any change in a 
tifa’s wording to threaten the idea or policy that it represents. Writing in 
Military Correspondent, a PLA publication covering best practices for PLA 
propaganda, the editor-in-chief of the journal Political Workers (政工导刊), 
Chen Xiaoming, explained, “Major tifa reflect the major policies of the party 
and the country. In this regard, military journals must strictly check with 
party documents and central authoritative media to ensure accuracy.”3 Sim-
ilarly, in 2019, Central Party School President Chen Xi explained in Qiushi 
that “the goals, guidance, and important tifa determined by the Central 
Committee cannot fluctuate or be altered at will, and even less can one advo-
cate for a separate set.”4 In the same year, Central Party School Party Build-
ing Department Director Zhang Zhiming reinforced that point, explaining 
in the Study Times that tifa are not to be shortened or changed because any 
change diminishes the tifa’s accuracy and gives rise to ideological confu-
sion.5 In this way, insisting on stating tifa verbatim each time is a method 
that the party uses to ensure fidelity in transmitting the approved idea.

The CCP’s emphasis on reproducing its tifa verbatim each time also 
reflects its belief that this approach expresses the party’s ability to determine 
scientific truth using Marxist-Leninist ideology as a “scientific method.”6 In 
his report to the 20th Party Congress, Xi Jinping elaborated that Marxism 

2	 Li, 1956, p. 22.
3	 Chen Xiaoming [陈小明], “How Military Journals Can Avoid Political Errors” [“军队
期刊如何规避政治性差错”], Military Correspondent [军事记者], 2020.
4	 Chen Xi [陈希], “Improve the System of the Party’s Overall Leadership” [“健全党的
全面领导制度”], Qiushi [求是], November 16, 2019. 
5	 Xu, 2019.
6	 Xi Jinping [习近平], “Studying the Basic Theories of Marxism Is a Compulsory 
Course for Communists” [“学习马克思主义基本理论是共产党人的必修课”], speech 
at the 5th Politburo Group Study Session, April 23, 2018; Gao Feng [高峰], “Correctly 
Understand the Theoretical Attributes of Marxism” [“正确理解马克思主义的理论属
性”], Guangming Daily [光明日报], July 3, 2018; Feng Pengzhi [冯鹏志], “Xi Jinping 
Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era Fully Demonstrates 
the Openness, Innovation, and Strong Vitality of Marxism” [“习近平新时代中国特色
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and dialectical materialism enable the CCP to “correctly answer the major 
issues raised by the times” and “draw scientific understanding conforming 
to objective laws.”7 On this basis, the policy directives that party officials 
hand down compose “scientific guidance” (“科学指引”) for executing policy 
in accordance with objective truth.8 CCP belief in its scientific accuracy is, 
thus, an enduring aspect of tifa construction. A People’s Daily article from 
1978, which criticizes a tifa as “anti-scientific,” explains that “the issue of 
tifa is a very serious one that must be scientific and not allow any fabrica-
tion or speciousness. A minute difference in tifa is a massive difference in 
theory.”9 Similarly, in 2024, the Study Times reinforced the position that 
major CCP determinations—in this case, the party’s resolutions on history—
“scientifically defined major events, important figures, and important tifa in 
the party’s history.”10 The currently dominant tifa of “Xi Jinping Thought on 
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era” (“近平新时代中国特

色社会主义思想”) is similarly a “scientific system.”11 Deviating from estab-

社会主义思想充分展现了马克思主义的开放性, 创新性和强大生命力”], CPPCC Online 
[人民政协网], April 16, 2024.
7	 Xi, 2022.
8	 Qiushi Editorial Department [求是杂志编辑部], “Scientific Guidance for Compre-
hensively Implementing the Spirit of the 20th Party Congress” [“全面贯彻党的二十大
精神的科学指引”], Qiushi [求是], December 31, 2022; Qing Xiang [庆祥], “Getting a 
Grasp on Scientific Positions, Viewpoints, and Methods” [“把科学的立场观点方法学
到手”], PLA Daily [解放军报], March 8, 2023; PLA Daily Commentator [解放军报评论
员], “A Scientific Guide to Comprehensively Advancing the Cause of Strengthening the 
Military in the New Era” [“全面推进新时代强军事业的科学指南”], PLA Daily [解放军
报], August 2, 2023; Ministry of Foreign Affairs Party Committee, 2024a.
9	 Zhang Xianyang [张显扬] and Wang Guixiu [王贵秀], “The Tifa ‘Comprehensive 
Dictatorship’ Is Anti-Scientific” [“‘全面专政’的提法是反科学的”], People’s Daily [人民
日报], October 9, 1978; Schoenhals, 1992, p. 7.
10	 “Important Systems to Comply with in the Work of Studying and Teaching Party 
History” [“党史学习教育工作的重要制度遵循”], Study Times [学习时报], May 4, 2024.
11	 Yang Ming [杨明], “Put Effort into Speaking Comprehensively, Speaking Accurately, 
Speaking Deeply, and Speaking Thoroughly” [“着力在讲全讲准讲深讲透上下功夫”], 
Study Times [学习时报], January 9, 2023; Qu Qingshan [曲青山], “Basic Principles for 
Promoting the Normalization and Long-Term Effectiveness of Party History Study and 
Teaching” [“推动党史学习教育常态化长效化的基本遵循”], Study Times [学习时报], 
June 14, 2024.
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lished tifa, thus, either is entirely unscientific or requires a prerequisite devel-
opment of the CCP’s scientific understanding of the corresponding issue.12

Characteristic 2: Clear Line of Authority

To be identified as a tifa, a word or phrase must also extend from a clear 
line of authority associating the tifa with institutionalized CCP leadership. 
For high-level tifa indicative of major policy determinations, these ties lead 
directly to the CCP Central Committee. In a 2019 speech at the Conference 
on Party Building Work in Central and State Organs, Xi Jinping reminded 
party cadres of all levels to “bear in mind that their first responsibility is 
to work for the party, and all important tifa must be synchronized with 
the Central Committee.”13 At the Central Committee or national level, this 
process of tifa synchronization is integral to document handling and review 
procedures. As referenced in Chapter 1, Holly Snape’s research has identi-
fied institutionalized processes to check that party regulatory and policy 
documents are aligned with party determinations and Xi Jinping Thought.14 
State documents handled through the National People’s Congress have sim-
ilar processes to ensure that all tifa are worded “appropriately,” meaning 
verbatim from the party’s announcement of the tifa and in compliance with 

12	 For some examples of changes in the CCP’s “scientific” understanding of a situation 
explicitly driving changes in tifa, see Han Zhenfeng [韩振峰], “The Process by Which 
the Chinese Communist Party Came to Understand of the Principal Contradictions 
in Society” [“中国共产党对我国社会主要矛盾的认识过程”], Guangming Daily [光明日
报], June 6, 2018; Huang Yue [黄月], “From Changes in Tifa, See the Deepening Devel-
opment of Comprehensive and Rigorous Governance” [“从提法变化看全面从严治党深
化发展”], China Discipline Inspection and Supervision [中国纪检监察], Vol. 580, No. 2, 
January 2019; and Chen Jianqi [陈建奇] and Gao Zugui [高祖贵], “The Theoretical Sig-
nificance and Practical Value of Important Exposition on Integrating the ‘Two Major 
Situations’ of the New Era” [“新时代统筹‘两个大局’重要论述的理论意义与实践价值”], 
Study Times [学习时报], October 4, 2022.
13	 Xi Jinping [习近平], speech at the Conference on Party Building Work in Central and 
State Organs [在中央和国家机关党的建设工作会议上的讲话], June 9, 2019.
14	 Snape, 2024, pp. 14–16.
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national laws and regulations.15 Tifa at this level demonstrate a clear line of 
authority from the Central Committee through their inclusion in collec-
tively authored Central Committee documents, such as plenum communi-
qués, Five-Year Plans, and policy decisions or regulations.16

In addition to inclusion in a Central Committee–authored document, a 
tifa can demonstrate its authority when it emerges from lower-tier entities 
that have been delegated the requisite responsibility, such as participation in 
dedicated study groups or political committees. As noted in Chapter 2, the 
CCP Central Political Reform Research Group included top leaders and was 
empowered to propose new policy directions summarized by a new slogan, 
which qualified as a tifa when it was subsequently included in the next Party 
Congress report.17 To ensure compliance at lower levels, party secretaries 
are charged with leading ideological work by developing or providing the 
correct interpretation for tifa from existing party doctrine.18 Below the level 
of national policy, lower-level party officials have also been authorized to 
generate tifa to drive their initiatives. PLA history has shown PLA service 
party committees developing modernization plans and assigning tifa to 
characterize those plans.19 

At these lower levels of delegated authority, however, CCP leaders appear 
to be aware of inconsistencies among tifa creation and usage that com-
promise the tifas’ authority. One account that the PLA Daily published in 
2020 notes, “Taking science as the basis, we need to focus on maintaining 
the stability and continuity of party committee decisionmaking. For some 
party committees, more often than not, decisionmaking has one team, one 
tifa, one way of speaking, one way of grasping,” but the account goes on to 

15	 Wang Zhanglai [王章来], “The Practice of Handling Official Documents in National 
People’s Congress Organs” [“人大机关公文处理实务”], Jianghuai Legal Governance [江
淮法治], No. 9S, 2007.
16	 Lawrence and Martin, 2013, p. 10.
17	 Wu, 2014; Independent Chinese PEN Center, 2022.
18	 Zheng Duanduan [郑端端], “Giving the Party Secretary Teaching Party Lessons a 
‘Reminder’” [“给书记讲党课‘提个醒’”], People’s Daily [人民日报], May 26, 2015. 
19	 Mo Guangyuan [牟光远] and Liang Shuai [梁帅], “An Important Meeting During 
the Early Days of the Navy” [“海军初创时期一次重要会议”], PLA Daily [解放军报], 
August 20, 2023. 
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note that the inconsistent work of some party committees is leaving the job 
half finished.20 To hedge against this confusion, the CCP Central Propa-
ganda Department oversees gongkai publications to reassert central author-
ity, often by publishing authoritative articles explaining a tifa.21 In parts of 
the CCP gongkai system—including colleges and universities—Propaganda 
Department editors provide a separate layer of review following the substan-
tive editor’s review to identify any “inaccurate expressions and terms” in the 
publication.22 Given this known challenge, any tifa identified at delegated 
levels of authority should be considered with caution pending its endorse-
ment from Central Party authorities or the local Propaganda Department. 

Characteristic 3: Distributed to Party Organs

A tifa’s effectiveness depends on its dissemination. CCP leaders benefit 
from using tifa when party members understand the political directives that 
they contain and implement those directives accordingly. To that end, tifa 
are distinctive by design. As early as the start of CCP sloganeering culture 
under Mao Zedong, tifa were “lustily shouted” when spoken or set aside in 
brackets in print to draw public attention and, in so doing, ensure the tifa’s 
political power.23 Terms that are not widely distributed across the CCP’s rel-
evant organs—whether by neibu or gongkai channels—cannot be called tifa. 

To ensure tifa distribution, the CCP institutionalized ideological or 
political study requirements for party members to learn party history, doc-
uments, and policy positions, which are often summarized in tifa. New tifa 
are a staple of study sessions coordinated by party organs; in a representative 

20	 Zhao Lianwei [赵连伟], “Strive to Improve Party Committee Decisionmaking” [“努
力提高党委决策质量”], PLA Daily [解放军报], February 10, 2020.
21	 PLA Daily Commentator [解放军报评论员], “Is Safeguard the Core and Obey Com-
mands a Total or One-Sided Tifa?” [“维护核心, 听从指挥是全面还是片面的提法?”], 
March 31, 2017.
22	 See, for example, Shandong Jianzhu University Propaganda Department, “Detailed 
Rules for the Three-Review and Three-Proofread Work of Shandong Jianzhu University 
Journal” [“‘山东建筑大学报’三审三校工作细则”], January 5, 2021. 
23	 Li, 1956, pp. 20–22.
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press release, the National Development and Reform Commission Political 
Committee issued regulations noting that party members are “required to 
. . . familiarize themselves with and grasp the new tifa and articulations in 
the 20th Party Congress report.”24 Moreover, these organized study sessions 
pervade the institution of the CCP. Party leaders hold regular group study 
sessions at three levels: the politburo, all party committees, and grassroots 
party organizations.25 Although the politburo-level group study sessions 
are maintained through tradition, party committee and grassroots study 
sessions are required by party law. In January 2017, the Central Commit-
tee issued “Study Rules of CCP Party Committees (Leading Groups) Core 
Study Groups” (“中国共产党党委[党组]理论学习中心组学习规则”) obli-
gating all Party Committees to hold group study sessions to study party pol-
icies, history, and key principles.26 Similarly, party grassroots organizations 
are subject to the “Three Meetings One Lecture” (“三会一课”) policy, which 
requires all party members to attend, at minimum, quarterly group study 
sessions.27 Tifa pervade each of these group study sessions at all levels. In 
fact, even the CCP’s standards for whether these studies are successful are 

24	 National Development and Reform Commission Party Committee [中华人民共
和国国家发展和改革委员会党委], “In Accordance with the Requirements of the 
‘Three Comprehensives,’ Conscientiously Unify Thought and Action in the Spirit 
of the 20th Party Congress—the Party Branch of the Price Certification Center 
Thoroughly Studies, Publicizes, and Implements the Spirit of the 20th Party Con-
gress” [“按照‘三个全面’要求 切实把思想和行动 统一到党的二十大精神上来——
价格认证中心党支部深入学习宣传贯彻党的二十大精神”], National Development and 
Reform Commission, December 27, 2022. For other examples, see People’s Republic 
of China Ministry of Land and Resources [国土资源部], “The Ministry of Land and 
Resources Held a Seminar for Party Members to Implement the Spirit of the 17th Party 
Congress” [“国土资源部贯彻十七大精神党员学习研讨班开班”], November 6, 2007; 
and People’s Republic of China Ministry of Science and Technology [科技部], “The 
Party Branch of the Science and Technology Daily Office Innovates Learning Methods 
and Strives to Improve the Learning Effect of the Important Spirit of the 19th Party 
Congress” [“科技日报社办公室党支部创新学习方式 着力提高党的十九大重要精神学
习效果”], November 28, 2017.
25	 He, 2018, pp. 58–77.
26	 “Study Rules of CCP Party Committees (Leading Groups) Core Study Groups” [“中
国共产党党委(党组)理论学习中心组学习规则”], Xinhua, January 30, 2017. 
27	 Communist Party Network [共产党员网], “Three Meetings One Lecture” [“三会一
课”], undated; He, 2018, pp. 69–72.
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coded in tifa: Party cadres ideological development follows the “Two Stud-
ies and One Action” (“两学一做”) campaign, which expands on the “Three 
Stricts and Three Realities” (“三严三实”) campaign to cultivate “qualified 
party members” (“做合格党员”), which party media confirms is a tifa.28 

Characteristic 4: Characterizing or Resolving 
Dialectical Contradictions

CCP tifa necessarily engage with a variety of concepts and policy proposals 
being discussed within the party neibu as part of a Marxist dialectic pro-
cess to make assessments and policy. John Garnaut provided the most pithy 
explanation of the dialectic process, explaining Marxist-Leninist ideology 
as moving history along “the trajectory of a corkscrew—shaped by ‘dialec-
tical’ rounds of struggle, destruction, and renewal.”29 Mao Zedong elabo-
rated on this foundational belief by characterizing these rounds of strug-
gle as between two opposites, which he termed contradictions; he claimed 
that contradictions appear universally throughout human society, but each 
requires a particular solution.30

This history gave rise to a modern CCP tradition of making policy assess-
ments in the context of a party dialectic that identifies and resolves ubiquitous 
contradictions.31 Each struggle to resolve contradiction begins with another 

28	 Yuan Chongan [袁崇安], “How to Understand the Standards for Qualified Party 
Members” [“怎样理解合格党员的标准”], China Discipline Inspection and Supervi-
sion News [中国纪检监察报], September 28, 2016; “‘Three Stricts and Three Realities’ 
Special Topic Education” [“‘三严三实’专题教育”], Xinhua, December 2, 2019; Zhang 
Dongming [张东明], “‘Two Studies and One Action’ Learning and Education: A Fun-
damental Project for Comprehensively and Strictly Governing the Party” [“‘两学一做’
学习教育: 全面从严治党的基础性工程”], Study Times [学习时报], July 25, 2022. 
29	 Bill Bishop, “Engineers of the Soul: Ideology in Xi Jinping’s China by John Garnaut,” 
Sinocism, Substack, January 16, 2019.
30	 Mao Zedong [毛泽东], On Contradiction [矛盾论], 1937; Mao Zedong [毛泽东], On 
the Correct Handling of Contradictions Among the People [关于正确处理人民内部矛盾
的问题], 1957.
31	 Xi Jinping [习近平], “Dialectical Materialism Is the Worldview and Methodology of 
Chinese Communists” [“辩证唯物主义是中国共产党人的世界观和方法论”], speech at 
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tifa: the contradiction itself. In a lecture that the Central Propaganda Depart-
ment claimed Xi himself delivered, Xi explained how party assessments on 
the main contradiction are tifa that “accord with our country’s realities at 
that time.”32 In 2017, Xi announced the party’s new “principal contradic-
tion” as the tifa “the contradiction between the people’s ever-growing needs 
for a better life and the unbalanced and inadequate development” (“人民日益

增长的美好生活需要和不平衡不充分的发展之间的矛盾”).33 The CCP also 
describes its response plans in terms of tifa: The 19th Party Congress report 
announced that, to address the principal contradiction, party members must 
recognize two lists of party determinations as true, summarized under the 
“two must recognizes” (“两个‘必须认识到’”) tifa.34 

Contradictions and resolutions—and their accompanying tifa—also 
appear at levels below the party’s principal contradiction. These can often 
be identified by their use of the phrase “plan as an integrated whole” (“统
筹”).35 For example, the 14th Five-Year Plan includes requirements summa-
rized in the tifa “strengthen the integration of war and construction” (“强
化战建统筹”).36 Party media readily recognizes a dialectical contradiction 

the 20th Politburo Group Study Session of the 18th Party Congress, January 23, 2015.
32	 Chinese Communist Party Central Committee Propaganda Department [中共中央
宣传部], Thirty Lectures on Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteris-
tics for a New Era [习近平新时代中国特色社会主义思想三十讲], Study Press [学习出版
社], 2018, pp. 66–67.
33	 Li Shenming [李慎明], “Correctly Understand the Main Contradictions in the New 
Era of Socialism with Chinese Characteristics” [“正确认识中国特色社会主义新时代社
会主要矛盾”], Red Flag Manuscript [红旗文稿], March 8, 2018; Lu Jun [路军], “Look-
out: General Secretary Xi Jinping’s View on Contradictions” [“瞭望丨习近平总书记的
矛盾观”], Xinhua, April 10, 2023. Party media has also characterized prior “principal 
contradictions” as tifa. See Han, 2018.
34	 “Two Must Recognizes” [“两个‘必须认识到’”], People’s Daily Online [人民网], 
August 22, 2018. 
35	 This term is often erroneously translated as coordinate. However, the term 统筹 is an 
abbreviation for 统一筹划, which describes the unification of multiple things in plan-
ning. While the term coordinate (“协调”) aptly describes the activity needed for two 
things to coexist, 统筹 carries the additional connotation of synthesizing two discrete 
entities into one fully unified entity rather than a coordinated aggregate. 
36	 “Xi Jinping Stressed at the 32nd Politburo Group Study Session That We Must Be 
Resolute and Determined to Work Hard to Ensure That the Goal of the 100th Anniver-
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between preparing for near-term combat readiness (war) and longer-term 
force development (construction), and the two are planned as an integrated 
whole under the tifa’s guidance to use operational requirements as the guide 
for force development.37 The use of the phrase “planning as an integrated 
whole” is common in CCP under Xi, who issued policy guidance for eco-
nomic development in the Yangtze River Delta in the tifa “Four Integra-
tions” (“四个统筹”), introduced the new tifa “taking an integrated approach 
to development and security” (“统筹发展和安全”) for the CCP’s top policy 
priorities and summarized China’s policy response to coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19) as “taking an integrated approach to epidemic prevention 
and control and economic and social development” (“统筹疫情防控和经济

社会发展”).38

sary of the Founding of the People’s Liberation Army Is Achieved as Scheduled” [“习近
平在中共中央政治局第三十二次集体学习时强调 坚定决心意志 埋头苦干实干 确保
如期实现建军一百年奋斗目标”], Xinhua, July 31, 2021. 
37	 Zhou Dongbin [周东滨], “The Dialectics of ‘War’ and ‘Construction’: Persist on 
Leading Construction with War and Strengthening the Integrated Approach to War 
and Construction” [“‘战’与‘建’的辩证法: 坚持以战领建 强化战建统筹”], PLA Daily [解
放军报], June 15, 2022.
38	 Zhang Xudong [张旭东], Chen Fang [陈芳], Han Jie [韩洁], Yang Yijun [杨依军], 
Dong Ruifeng [董瑞丰], and Qu Ting [屈婷], “‘Always Put People First, Life First’—
Commentary on General Secretary Xi Jinping’s Command to Take an Integrated 
Approach to Epidemic Prevention and Control and Economic and Social Develop-
ment” [“‘始终坚持人民至上, 生命至上’—习近平总书记指挥打好统筹疫情防控和经济 
社会发展之战述评”], March 28, 2022; Wang, 2023; Shen Ruochong [沈若冲], “People’s 
Daily Online Commentator: Promoting the Integration of the Yangtze River Delta to 
Achieve New Breakthroughs Through ‘Four Integrations’” [“人民网评: 以‘四个统筹’推
动长三角一体化实现新突破”], People’s Daily Online [人民网], December 6, 2023.
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CHAPTER 4

Conclusion

Political decisionmaking is challenging to assess even in the best informa-
tion environments, and analysts of the CCP are further hindered by China’s 
information restrictions. Still, CCP decisionmaking is not a black box, and 
not all techniques for assessing party intention are equal. CCP leaders main-
tain entrenched practices of conducting policy debates in the neibu (where 
they build consensus) and promulgating consensus opinions in the gongkai 
using tifa. Promulgation through the CCP propaganda system is a slow pro-
cess, and tifa analysis is not able to offer rapid insights. What tifa analysis 
can provide, if carefully and correctly conducted, is highly authoritative 
insights into internal CCP decisionmaking at the levels of party leaders and 
implementing bureaucracies. Moreover, the logic of tifa analysis depends 
solely on the CCP’s own observed practices and political tendencies. As a 
result, the method’s utility is not drawn from studies of state behavior that 
use European or otherwise non-CCP evidentiary bases.

Tifa analysis is especially useful for understanding CCP intentions 
because of the way Xi Jinping has asserted power over the party and, 
through it, over state and society in China. Party officials and the Chinese 
public alike live within a pervasive propaganda system carrying signals of 
approval and disapproval from the party center. When these signals are the 
result of high-level policy revisions requiring consensus-building among 
party elites, they are typically conveyed through the propaganda system 
as tifa. Tracking the development of these tifa in CCP media, particularly 
in the tifa-biaotai call-and-response cycle, gives discrete insights into what 
policies might be changing and how parts of the party leadership or imple-
menting bureaucracy are responding to that change. 

Still, tifa analysis has sharp limits. The sharpest limit is that of the ana-
lyst, who might commit interpretation errors even as they correctly identify 
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a tifa and the changes in how the party deploys it. These errors are common, 
and this report’s author is among those guilty of committing them.1 Accord-
ingly, careful tifa analysts should recognize their findings as trends with 
limited predictive power. These trends might explain that the CCP has done 
something—they could even indicate why—but they are rarely sufficient 
to indicate what CCP leaders will do next. Rather, the key products of tifa 
analysis are authoritative determinations of what the party tells itself it is 
doing and why, which yield insights into CCP leader perceptions. So long 
as CCP leaders continue to promulgate policy directives through party pro-
paganda, tifa analysis will remain an important and authoritative view into 
what the party tells itself is true. 

1	  Tom Hancock, “Xi May Drop ‘Development First’ Slogan at China’s Party Congress,” 
Bloomberg, October 11, 2022.
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Glossary

Term Definition

biaotai 表态 to declare one’s position 
CCP Chinese Communist Party
CUI Controlled Unclassified Information
FOUO For Official Use Only
gongkai 公开 open source
neibu 内部 internal only 
PLA People’s Liberation Army
PRC People’s Republic of China

tifa 提法
politically laden slogan used to summarize a 
broader policy 
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