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China’s Rise 
 
To mark the 55th anniversary of the founding of the People’s Republic of China, Premier 
Wen Jiabao spelt out how the 4th Generation of national leaders wants to lead China over 
the two decades. What he said provides a picture of a new Chinese World Order that has 
important implications for Hong Kong’s constitutional development, as well as the world 
in witness China’s rise. 
 
To summarize Wen, he said that history has demonstrated that China must follow the 
path of independently building socialism with Chinese characteristics under the 
leadership of the Chinese Communist Party, basing itself on its own national conditions 
to devise China’s plan for development.  

He noted that the first two decades of the 21st century would be a period of important 
strategic opportunities for China. China must give top priority to development in 
government work and nation building, stick to reform and opening up, enhance 
democracy and rule of law, promote cultural development, work hard, and consolidate 
the unity of all ethnic groups within China.  

He said that China would stick to peaceful development, uphold cooperation, pursue an 
independent foreign policy of peace and actively develop friendship with other countries. 
In other words, China wants to rise peacefully in the world.  

Wen noted that “complete national reunification” remained “the sacred goal”. He 
emphasized Beijing would continue to follow the basic policies of "peaceful 
reunification," with Taiwan, and advocate "one country, two systems" and the eight-point 
proposition to conduct cross-straits relations.  

In speaking about “one country, two systems” and its implementation in Hong Kong, 
Wen emphasized the principles of "Hong Kong people governing Hong Kong,” a “high 
degree of autonomy”, and sticking to the Basic Laws Beijing would also work to 
maintain long-term prosperity and stability in the special administrative region.   
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China is admired by developing world 

My first observation is that China has done so well economically that an increasing 
number of developing countries are becoming interested in the Chinese model of 
development as supposed to ideas from western governments, in particular the US model 
often referred to as the Washington Consensus. In other words, China is increasingly 
being admired for its achievements. 

That is not to say China’s development is free of problems but however one looks at it, 
there have been enormous social and economic change since 1979, and it is hard to deny 
that much has been for the better. Furthermore, China’s development has clearly gained 
tremendous internal momentum and is not being just driven by foreign investments 
anymore even though there is plenty of FDI too. 

China’s development model defies neat categorization 

My second observation is that it is near impossible to describe China’s development in 
neat terms. There is plainly dynamic chaos going on and there are plenty of 
contradictions. Just as we see positive signs, we are hit by something negative. Just as 
things seem dire, there are signs of hope. Chinese leaders are having to manage change at 
such a pace that governing China today is about keeping things going and going forward. 
China’s own description is that it is managing by “groping for stones to cross the river”. 
This kind of pragmatism means Chinese leaders is prepared to see what works and go 
with what can produce results.  China is experimenting in a very big way with little room 
for getting things wrong. 

Role of the CCP 

My third observation is that the CCP is the source of change. One may say China needs 
to change even faster but the party will say that it is doing the best that it can. In a 
country where the party dominates much of Chinese life, it is not surprising that the party 
has to be the source of change. After all, other institutions are comparably weak. This 
puts a lot of pressure on the party to perform for its survival. 

To push for change to sustain growth and change, the senior ranks of the party is buying 
into improved information, data analysis, science, technology, and knowledge to help 
them make decisions. Ideology will become less important and we are likely to find a 
gradual departure from the use of Leninist style language into something that is less 
gobbledygook.  If much of Chinese leaders’ speech still sound like long-winded rhetoric, 
it is probably because while they know what end result they would like to achieve, they 
are unsure how to get there. In other words, they are groping for the stones to cross the 
river. It does offer much active debate among researchers, think tanks and officials on 
what to do, and ideas from the outside are welcome. 
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Emerging Chinese World Order 

My fourth observation is that as China determines its own path for development, it is 
creating its own set of principles of governance that represents a new Chinese World 
Order that sets its experience apart from those of the West. Beijing recognizes that it has 
to establish the rule of law, deal with corruption, and be more in tune with the people, 
who are experiencing rapid change. Understanding how change impacts people’s lives is 
critical to the CCP’s survival. Chinese leaders have to find some meaningful ways to 
engage Chinese citizens in groping stones to cross the river. In other words, they have to 
become more populist at least in style if not in substance. 

In another two decades, the majority of Chinese citizens will live in urban rather than 
rural environments, which tells us how fast change will continue for ordinary people. The 
party and government must deal with both the nouvelle riche and the poor better. Jiang 
Zemin’s rhetoric of “Three Represents” is about recognizing businessmen – China’s new 
rich.  Hu Jintao’s rhetoric about not forgetting China’s rural areas focuses on the poor.  
As a whole, the country is growing richer but leaders have to make sure the proportion 
and actual numbers of still very poor citizens are decreasing. Income inequality remains a 
key political challenge that is finally being recognized as a priority by the new leadership, 
and they are groping for solutions. 

Political reform inevitable 

My fifth observation is that Beijing recognizes that there has to be political reform 
alongside social and economic change. It seems to have settled on the issue of the role of 
the CCP. The party remains the engine for change and thus current policy is not focused 
on separating the party from the government although this had once been an idea in pre-
Tiananmen days. The post-4 June new deal is for the party to produce growth and for the 
people not to agitate. 

The challenge is whether China can break through the cultural barrier of developing 
political processes where political differences among the different factions can be openly 
discussed and where the winners of that debate can then take command of national policy.  

The traditional non-transparent jockeying for power between the factions, such as the 
recent struggles between Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao, causes leadership paralysis and 
opacity of national command. Like other countries, China needs to develop rules and 
terms of political competition that are transparent, with the winner being given command 
of national policy within the confine of a publicly recognized constitutional framework. 

In China today, power struggles still take place in the shadows. With an absence of a free 
media and freedom of expression, there are plenty of rumors to keep both citizens and 
outsiders somewhat informed. In a system where much depends on orders from above, 
confusion about leadership can bring the nation to a halt. For a country the size of China 
that wants to move ahead quickly, paralysis can be costly. I believe this is the impetus for 
political reform. 
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Democracy with Chinese characteristics 

My sixth observation is that all this does not mean the CCP is looking at Western-style 
political systems for inspiration. We hear frequent statements from top leaders about 
China would not “copy” Western political systems. Just as Beijing has not adopted 
Western economic development models, it is not about to adopt the values and structures 
of liberal democracies. President Hu Jintao said last month ahead of the 4th Central 
Committee plenum that separation of powers and multi-party national elections, key 
features of liberal democracies, are not right for China. Deng Xiaoping was also on 
record saying the same thing. With the CCP remaining at the apex of the power structure, 
there is no room for those elements to fit in. In return, the CCP is emphasizing improving 
administrative efficiency through scientific management.  

The experiment with village elections is aimed at making CCP officials more accountable, 
not to replace the party. Hu said the party would improve and strengthen the supervisory 
work of the people's congresses, and increase the effectiveness of their supervision. In 
other words, elections are seen as a way to save the party, not to get rid of it. 

Hong Kong experiment 

So, how does Hong Kong fit into all this? Hong Kong provides a useful site for Beijing to 
experiment with elections in an urban setting. In Beijing’s thinking, if they can manage 
elections in Hong Kong, they can manage them on the mainland in the future.   

In Hong Kong, Beijing will increasingly articulate a form of limited democracy as the 
SAR enters a period of intense discussion about how to elect its chief executive in 2007 
and the legislature in 2008. This will be a form of limited democracy that may be 
described as the Singapore model. It will be in Hong Kong that debate will take place 
about the merits and demerits of such a system. In other words, a key element of the 
emerging Chinese World Order (some may call this the emerging Beijing Consensus) 
will be first debated in Hong Kong.  

What is the Singapore model then? In the 1960s, it was devised with three dominant fears 
in mind. First, the unsophisticated common masses could easily be hoodwinked by 
opportunistic politicians and demagogues in an entirely open society. Second, chauvinists 
could exploit racial feelings to mobilize popular support. Third, communists could more 
easily impose their own authoritarian rule through exploiting freedoms.  

In exchange for a system that limited freedom and democracy, Singapore leaders 
believed they needed to provide concrete benefits to the people. They sought to create a 
good socio-economic environment for development. They saw themselves as the most 
competent to govern. They thought having Western-style politics, where parties 
competed on the setting of priorities, policies and program to be wasteful and destructive. 
They feared politicians would exploit primordial loyalties, distribute patronage and 
manipulate the democratic process. Instead, Singapore’s first generation of leaders 
wanted to secure support through performance in exchange for creating a limited 
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democracy. They refashioned the Westminster model and believed theirs was “a 
democracy that works”. 

This model of democracy had elections but the executive controlled all instruments and 
centers of power and did not encourage political pluralism. The executive represented the 
nation and articulated the national values and interests. Public institutions and processes 
were there to serve national objectives. The Westminster idea of the “loyal opposition” 
had little room under this model. Furthermore, the civil service was not to be politically 
neutral. It had to serve the executive.  

The Singapore model is going through some adaptation today, where the government is 
consulting more widely but the model remains essentially intact. Its rationale resonates 
with Beijing leaders, who believe that as long as you can deliver results, that is what 
matters to the Chinese people too. 

It will be fascinating to see how the pros and cons of this model is articulated and argued 
in Hong Kong. The model has to be adapted of course to suit local circumstances, where 
the people have enjoyed many freedoms. We can already see Beijing’s strategy: 
 

• Promote “nationalism”: Ensure the education system provides sufficient emphasis 
on the Chinese national identity, and understanding of the Basic Law, which 
reflects an executive-led system of government.  

 
• Produce "prosperity":  Since the people want prosperity and development, Beijing 

sees itself as in a position to provide economic goodies to enhance the HKSAR 
government's performance. 

 
• Widen "consultation": Mainland officials will connect with more people in a 

more open way to show Beijing wants to listen, including to more legislators, 
professionals and groups. 

 
• Secure “institutions”: Build an alliance with businessmen who can invest in media 

businesses so that over time the media will give sufficient emphasis to the city’s 
interests as expressed by the executive. 

 
• Secure "politics": Identify and prepare trusted people and moderates to participate 

in politics, continue to help the Democratic Alliance for the Betterment of Hong 
Kong (DAB) to be the party for the grassroots, see how the Liberal Party gets 
along but be prepared to support the creation of a new party to fill the middle 
class vacuum; and have a plan ready for the 2008 LegCo election. It is also 
imperative to sort out the governing team (political appointees) for the next chief 
executive before 2007. 

 
• Be "soft and tough": Don't make life difficult for the Tung Administration on the 

controversial Article 23 national security legislation if the time is not right but let 
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it be known that if "stability" is threatened, mainland law can be imposed. This is 
in fact what has happened already. 

Hong Kong – A Contested Arena 

Beijing’s strategy will be long-term and on-going. Hong Kong has always been a 
contested area for Beijing, however. Hong Kong has no doubt that it is a Chinese society 
but its sense of Chinese identity is less chauvinistic. Hong Kong people do not respond 
well to naked assertion of nationalism. Being used to diversity, Hong Kong people 
believe there is benefit in having a variety of views on political priorities and policies. 
Competition is seen as less destructive and often quite position in holding the executive 
to account. The people believe in themselves – they believe they can distinguish right and 
wrong, good and bad. They do not think they need the executive to tell them what is in 
their interest. They do not accept that they are ignorant and unsophisticated. They do not 
want all the public institutions to favor the executive. They understand Beijing is their 
political master. They want their voices to be heard nevertheless. They are not against the 
Central Authorities. They like many of the Beijing leaders. Nevertheless, Beijing’s vision 
for Hong Kong will meet with many questions and debates in the SAR. It just may be that 
some of Hong Kong’s own ideas will seep into the national debate in the future. 
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