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A Short Guide to Modern China


The Rulers


Xi Jinping (1953–) Supreme leader of China from 2012, head of the Communist Party, the state and the military, restored the dictatorship, set to rule for life. Son of a purged revolutionary, punished as a youth, later served as a provincial official, then vice president.


Hu Jintao (1942–) Leader from 2002 to 2013, presided over a low-key collective regime, steered China though a global financial crisis and hosted the Olympic Games. He later lost influence. Escorted out of the 2022 party congress, appearing unsteady and confused.


Jiang Zemin (1926–2023) Rose from the party leadership in Shanghai to take charge after the Tiananmen Square crisis of 1989. Held power into the 2000s, led China into the World Trade Organization and oversaw the handover of Hong Kong from the UK to China.


Deng Xiaoping (1904–97) Marxist, revolutionary and statesman. China’s paramount leader from 1978 until shortly before his death. Held power without taking the top offices of party and state but kept a tight grip on the military. Reformed the Maoist economy of China.


Mao Zedong (1893–1976) The titan of modern China. Poet, philosopher and demagogue, Mao dominated the People’s Republic from its foundation in 1949. Set off the ‘Cultural Revolution’ from 1966 to 1976, which wrecked the lives of Xi Jinping and his family.


The Rivals


Bo Xilai (1949–) Charismatic politician, son of a famed revolutionary, soared to prominence in the Communist Party on a tide of Maoist revival but was brought down by scandals over corruption and murder. Serving a life sentence in an elite maximum security prison.


Zhou Yongkang (1942–) The most sinister man in China until his fall from power in 2012. Head of the police state, inventor of the mass surveillance society. Massively corrupt, stole from the oil industry and may have murdered his first wife. Also in jail for life.


Li Keqiang (1955–2023) Destined to disappoint, Li served Xi Jinping as premier and never stood up to him. Lost clout as his faction faded but put on a reliably smooth act for foreigners. Died suddenly a few months after leaving office, apparently of a heart attack.


Zhao Ziyang (1919–2005) The last political reformer to hold high office. Party chief from 1987–9. Purged after the Tiananmen massacre. Smuggled his memoirs abroad from house arrest, called for Western-style democracy in China as the best way to govern its people.


The Regime


The regime rests on three pillars: party, state and army. Xi Jinping runs all of them.


The Communist Party Founded in Shanghai in 1921, the CCP controls political life. There are more than 95 million party members. The party congress takes place every five years. Its top three bodies are the Central Committee, with around two hundred full members, the Politburo, usually numbering some twenty-five chosen from the Central Committee, and its supreme body, the Politburo Standing Committee of between seven and nine men (no women have ever served on it). As general secretary, Xi Jinping is the party leader and the top figure on the Standing Committee. It functions as a cabinet – usually without a vote.


The state Xi Jinping is formal head of state as president but the government is led by a prime minister and ministers who sit on the State Council or cabinet. Its decisions are set by party policy and its task is to administer the running of China. The government has lost power to the Communist Party under Xi Jinping and does not operate as a check or balance. No prime minister has carried significant political authority since 2012.


The army Xi commands the largest armed forces in the world in his role as chairman of the Central Military Commission. The commission is the ultimate arbiter, obedient to Mao’s dictum that power comes from the barrel of a gun, but the party must always hold the trigger. The most secretive of all three organs, it has long been the last resort of Chinese leaders. The mighty Deng Xiaoping was never president or party chief – but he held on to his post on the commission until the twilight of his career. Xi will not let it go.


All three groups are represented across China at provincial and local levels by a party secretary answering to the centre, a governor responsive to the civil administration and a senior military officer reporting up the chain of command. The balance of power between them can vary according to personalities, location and rival patrons in the capital.


Factions


Some say there are no proper factions in China; scholars dispute their existence and membership. But there are generally held to be four identifiable groups.


The Princelings Xi Jinping is the first among ‘princelings’ – the Chinese words tai zi dang or [image: ] mean ‘the party of crown princes’. They are the sons and daughters of the founders of the revolution, acquiring power, influence and riches behind a façade of Marxism-Leninism. Exclusive, snobbish and vicious, the group is split by family feuds and old grudges. The ‘princelings’ loathe their label and try to call themselves ‘red heirs’ to suggest they are entitled to inherit their status. They know that most Chinese people hate their privileges.


The China Youth League A popular mass organization set up to indoctrinate the youth which turned into a training ground for ambitious but poorly connected cadres (a cadre is a party member trained to govern) and an escalator to office for talented politicians and administrators from non-princeling families. Operating more as a web of loyalties than a coherent entity, it produced important figures like former president Hu Jintao and the late premier Li Keqiang. Its power was broken by Xi Jinping, who destroyed it politically and purged its leadership.


The Left They range from nostalgic ultra-Maoists who dream of isolated purity to left-leaning economists arguing that market reform has gone too far. Under Xi, the state rolled back the frontiers of private enterprise and the party retook control of new and old industries. The government is again the decisive factor in business and foreign trade.


The Patriots A turbulent band of cyber-nationalists peddling toxic notions of xenophobia and a hatred of globalization while urging a new mission to defeat the West and to subdue China’s neighbours, including Russia. Open talk of war is common in their circles.


The regime is skilled at stirring up extremists, then shutting them down. The strength of their ideas, especially in the military, is hard to gauge. Sceptics recall the disaster of the Boxer Rebellion (1899–1901), when the imperial court incited fanatics to rise up against foreign influence, then lost control, plunging the nation into ruin. Nobody in China forgets that it led to the fall of the Qing, the last dynasty.


The Family


Xi Zhongxun (1913–2002) Xi Jinping’s father. Revolutionary who rose to power, was purged and then rehabilitated by Mao Zedong. Married first Hao Mingzhu (1916–2006), with whom he had three children. They divorced in 1944. Later married Qi Xin (1926–) and they had four children. Xi Jinping was their third child, born in 1953.


Qi Xin (1926–) A girl soldier in the revolution, became matriarch of the Xi clan, holding the family together during her husband’s years of detention and internal exile. A dedicated lifelong Communist, she paid tribute to his memory in a 2023 television documentary, filmed when she was ninety-six.


Ke Xiaoming (1951–) Xi Jinping’s first wife. The couple married in 1979 and divorced in 1982. There were no children. Ke moved to London, where her father was China’s ambassador. Last seen in public at his funeral in 2019.


Peng Liyuan (1962–) Married Xi Jinping in 1987. A famous singer who performed at China’s annual new year television show and built a career touring at home and overseas. Polished and elegant, she also sang for the troops in Tiananmen Square in 1989.


Xi Mingze (1992–) The daughter and only child of Xi Jinping and Peng Liyuan. Went to Harvard University in the USA, where she was taught by Roderick MacFarquhar, a scholar of Chinese politics. Her private life is kept out of the limelight.









A Note on Chinese Names


This is a book for the general reader, therefore Chinese names of people and places are given in the most widely recognized forms. The pinyin system of transliteration has been used in most cases, with a few exceptions, such as Chiang Kai-shek. Some people may take a Western name in addition to their Chinese one; some adopt initials as a preferred form of address. In all cases the form generally accepted in the Hong Kong media has been used.









Prologue


Dragon Lines


The statue is hewn from granite quarried at the core of China. It is of a man who sits as if dispensing wisdom like a sage of old. It crowns a great mound visible from far away. Pilgrims climb more than a hundred steps to pay homage, watched by guards and cameras. The site is grander than the tombs of the Ming emperors.


A gold inscription records his dates of birth and death on the plinth beneath which his ashes rest. He was born in the countryside nearby in 1913 and died in Beijing in 2002. His name was Xi Zhongxun and he was the father of the man who became supreme ruler of China in the early twenty-first century.


His son Xi Jinping was just a middle-ranking official when the leaders of the Communist Party came to Xi Zhongxun’s funeral. The old revolutionary was cremated and his ashes were kept at the Babaoshan cemetery in the capital, where the party honours its heroes.


Three years later his son brought the funeral urn to Shaanxi Province, the family’s ancestral home. The local government went to work on a memorial for the ages. They tore down homes, threw farmers out, levelled ground and laid roads. Teams of workmen refurbished the Xi clan house and a museum dedicated to the patriarch.


In the ancient tradition known as feng shui, the place of a tomb is meant to be auspicious for both the deceased and their descendants. Yet Xi Zhongxun was a lifelong atheist and a revolutionary Communist. The party he served scorned superstition.


Mao Zedong, the founder of modern China, left orders for a plain funeral, only to be ignored by his comrades, who embalmed his body and placed it in a grandiose mausoleum facing the Gate of Heavenly Peace at the centre of Beijing, where visitors file past it today.


The ashes of Deng Xiaoping, who reformed Maoist China, were scattered from an air force plane over the East China Sea. He has no tomb.


Xi Jinping is different. He is not a comrade, he is an emperor. And emperors must have dynasties. As Xi rose through the ranks of the Chinese elite to take power in 2012, workers toiled on his father’s memorial. Three years after that it was a shrine fit for an imperial house. Only the rulers of North Korea had anything equal to it. The local Communist chief was rewarded for his labour by Xi with a place in the top ranks of the party.


On one level, the cult of the Xi dynasty is just an exaggerated version of standard authoritarian practice. Schoolchildren line up to sing patriotic songs in front of the old man’s benevolent statue. Soldiers snap to attention and present arms. Delegations and committees roll up in buses to climb the steps and listen to windy speeches. The guides draw pious attention to a maxim carved in stone: ‘The party’s interests come first.’


But this cult is weirder. The party’s interests do not come first. The privileges of a few families do, none more so than the leading clan. In tracing the life of Xi Jinping, you see the astonishing transformation of China from a poor agrarian society to a sophisticated modern state. It is a nation that can launch space probes, make vaccines, wage cyberwar, run high-speed trains and build new cities; all with a population better educated, fed and cared for than ever in its recorded history. It should have outgrown its emperors but it has not.


The strange, gigantic memorial sits near an invisible Dragon Line, say Taoist scholars and experts in feng shui. It runs to the sea from the Qinling Mountains, which divide the country into north and south, and are known as the ‘Dragon Vein’ of China. From the dim era of the first emperor, Chinese monarchs believed that their earthly powers were linked to natural forces. It is said that a Dragon Line must be unbroken or a dynasty will fall.


And it turns out that Xi Jinping has time and again broken off from his duties governing 1.4 billion people to order the demolition of buildings that break the perfection of the Qinling chain, while his underlings have evicted little people and torn down their homes to ensure a clean sweep around the memorial – all, supposedly, in the name of environmental care.


That tells us something important: that Xi Jinping may be the ruler of a modern country but he is a man whose mind is very, very old.
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China, 1953


Xi Jinping was born in the afterglow of the Chinese revolution. On the day of his birth, 15 June 1953, red banners flew over Beijing, the capital of the emperors. Tall buildings rose on the ruins of courtyard mansions. Rivers of cyclists flowed along wide roads to ministries and factories. The Communists ruled from pavilions where poets once flirted with concubines. They called their state ‘New China’.


Yet Xi would also live through revolutionary times. He grew up during an outbreak of chaos when the party turned on itself. He matured just as China opened the doors of reform. He saw the defeat of liberal ideas and was loyal to the dictatorship. Its victory was a win for him. Later, he established his own one-man cult. It, too, was a break with the past.


There are few photographs of Xi as a child. He was the son of Communist cadres, members of the party apparatus trained to govern. They lived in guarded privilege, sealed off by a wall of party discipline and secrecy. Nobody talked outside its confines. The personal mattered little; the political counted for all. This was the way he would live his life.


To be born in China in the mid-twentieth century was to be part of the most gigantic experiment in human behaviour in recorded history. In later life Xi made much of the lineage of his state, ‘a civilization spanning almost 5,000 years’ with ‘a myriad of glories’. On the day of his birth, it seemed to lie shattered in shards.


The Chinese empire fell apart in the nineteenth century. Its last dynasty was drawn from the warrior Manchu race, alien to most of the Chinese, who belonged to the Han ethnic group. The dynasty lost the ‘mandate of heaven’ in a welter of foreign defeats and internal revolts. Millions perished. Reforms failed. The last emperor abdicated in 1912 and a republic was set up. It, too, descended into strife.


In 1921, a group of revolutionaries founded the Communist Party to bring the spirit of Bolshevik Russia to a second vast impoverished land. A civil war broke out between the Communists and the old forces of landed property and wealth. Then Japan invaded China, creating a common foe, but the civil war resumed after the defeat of the Japanese. The Communists won and their foes, who were known as the Nationalists or the Kuomintang, fled into exile on the island of Taiwan. In 1949, Mao Zedong led the Red Army into Beijing and founded a ‘people’s republic’. One of his right-hand men was the hardened cadre Xi Zhongxun.


The new rulers settled down within the walls built by their imperial predecessors. Xi Zhongxun and his family were allocated a home in the centre of the city. Memoirs and fiction record the sense of dislocation experienced by men and women who had known only the field campaign, forced marches and billets in caves. Their family lives were rarely smooth. They wrestled with torment, drugs and nightmares. Yet children brought new life and the revolutionaries had many. Xi Zhongxun had seven from two marriages.


His sixth child, Xi Jinping, arrived at a time when millions of Chinese saw hope and opportunity. Idealistic professionals came home to build the new country. One was Li Zhisui, a doctor, who returned from the United States and became personal physician to Mao, soon learning that ‘a thick mist’ veiled the lives of the leaders. Dr Li knew Xi Zhongxun well. As a veteran, Xi was trusted by Mao with secrets: rivalries, mental breakdowns and crises among their comrades. He seemed secure.


The Communists did not ban all the old ways. The baby Jinping was born in the year of the Water Snake, whose characteristics were said to include a smart, gregarious but emotional personality. People born under this astrological sign were often likely to make it to the top, possessing the gift of being in the right place at the right time. The baby’s lucky colour was yellow, the colour of royalty. His lucky numbers were zero and five. All these details were noted carefully within the family.


Infants were swaddled and nurtured in the traditional manner. It was customary for new mothers to stay confined to bed for thirty days after giving birth. They were not to go outdoors for fear of colds and infections. They could not even brush their teeth or bathe, but were wiped down with washcloths. The practice was mentioned in the Book of Changes, or I-ching, which was two thousand years old. It was known as ‘sitting the month’ or zuo yuezi.


Xi’s mother was called Qi Xin. She was a healthy woman in her late twenties at the time of his birth. The family had servants, so she had only to ask for dishes said to promote maternal wellbeing, like a broth of pork trotters and peanuts, or an oily carp soup, which was held to stimulate breastmilk production. New mothers kept a strict diet to help restore their bodily yin and yang. They did not eat raw vegetables or fruit and did not drink coffee or cold water. Only hot or lukewarm water was allowed.


The baby was kept under a strict regime. This discouraged too much cuddling. The mother held her child in her arms to feed but her elders encouraged her to let it alone in its cradle. Doctors said that a newborn’s joints were delicate. They advocated massaging the limbs. In general, they did not believe in making the child too dependent. Infant and mother would be separated and might sleep apart, with vigilant in-laws ready to soothe a crying child.


The thirtieth day of life marked gift-giving and celebration. Good Communists did not practise Taoist sacrifices to the gods but some things were unchanging. Indulgent relatives would give boys an uneven number of red-painted eggs, each symbolizing auspicious harmony, as well as ginger and money in red envelopes. There was a deep unspoken understanding in the thirty-day regimen and the festive end to it, one rooted in millennia of hard reality. It meant that mother and child had survived.


China in 1953 was a very old civilization but a very young country. The Communists saw themselves in the vanguard of a new way of life. Their enemy was capitalism and its greatest power, the United States. They made China a revolutionary state that turned its back on America and kept the door closed for two decades of righteous self-isolation. Mao talked rhetorically about spreading Communism to the nations then known as the ‘Third World’ – an expression coined by a French academic one year earlier. In practice, China turned inwards, as it had done under previous dynasties.


Mao’s shift to state control and self-reliance halted one and a half centuries of commerce across the Pacific Ocean, known as the China Trade. It began with the voyage of the Empress of China, an American merchant ship, from New York to Guangzhou in 1784 with a cargo of ginseng and silver dollars, sailing home with teas, silks and porcelain.


America had never looked back. Its affairs with China prospered and deepened. Its exports included religion and constitutional ideas, anathema to the throne but intoxicants for Chinese reformers. Throughout the nineteenth century the two nations grew closer. Tides of migrants landed on the US West Coast from China, building their own stories of harshness and resilience. Missionaries and educators went the other way, evangelizing with little concept of the shattering effect of strange doctrines on a fragile social order.


The American entanglement with China had many strands. Authors like Pearl S. Buck romanticized the struggle of its peasants, soldiers trained the Republican armies, bankers financed the boom years and Shanghai danced to jazz. The headiness of the encounter was summed up in the colloquial Chinese word for America, Meiguo – the beautiful country.


Mao ended all that. He turned to the Soviet Union for material aid, political theory and austere economics. He threw out the Westerners, declared capitalism the enemy and quoted Marx to remind his comrades that religion was the opium of the people. Soon China and America were fighting each other in Korea and skirmishing over Tibet and Taiwan, where the United States kept Chiang Kai-shek’s fugitive regime in power. The affair was over. America was left asking a question that poisoned its politics for years: who lost China?


While the baby Jinping was in his cradle, the People’s Liberation Army was disengaging from its last major land conflict in modern times. A truce was signed to stop the Korean War on 27 July, an armistice, not a peace treaty. The parties were China, North Korea, the United Nations Command in South Korea and the United States. The result of a hard-fought draw, it drew a line at the 38th parallel which endures.


For China, the war won the prize of a buffer state under safe totalitarian control. Tens of thousands of Chinese ‘volunteers’ had died in human wave attacks against American, South Korean and allied forces. Beaten to a standstill, the survivors came home to be honoured as veterans of ‘the war to resist America and support Korea’. Mao did not care about the mass casualties, who included his eldest son, Mao Anying.


Beyond China’s shores, much of the world was moving into the sunlit uplands of the 1950s in a period of peace and recovery after the Second World War. But the ramparts of a new Cold War were rising. On 5 September, the United Nations turned down a proposal by Moscow to admit the People’s Republic of China, allowing Taiwan to keep the seat until a vote in the General Assembly in 1971.


Across Europe a brittle peace prevailed between the Soviet Union and the West, while the first breezes of a ‘wind of change’ blew across Africa. The young Queen Elizabeth II was crowned in London on 2 June, setting the seal on the British transition from empire to commonwealth. The era of colonialism was ending.


At home, Xi Zhongxun helped Mao to develop the first ‘Five-Year Plan’ which committed China to Soviet-style development led by the state. It was a time for big decisions. The leader laid down his ‘general line’, a theoretical framework for the People’s Republic. It said that socialism would rule and ‘bourgeois’ democracy was out. Mao brooked no dissent.


The task was staggering. China had to join the modern world. The empire, rotted by bribe-taking and superstition, had been unable to match the scientific progress of the nineteenth century. The twentieth brought a surge of technology, commerce and cultural experiment, but it also saw war, famine, epidemics, poverty and mass emigration. Xi Jinping himself later put it like this: ‘China was reduced to a semi-feudal and semi-colonial society, when bullying by foreign powers and frequent wars tore the country apart and plunged the Chinese people into an abyss of great suffering.’


If Mao led China in one radical change of direction, a second upheaval came in the late 1970s when his successors decided to ‘reform and open up’ to the wider world. It was the destiny of Xi Jinping to make a third shift, away from the era of globalization to a ‘new world order’ of authoritarian states. He said, accurately, that this was true to party history and tradition. But that lay far in the future.


The victors of the civil war got to live in modern quarters with running water, light and heating. In the early days, they still felt close to the masses. It was not long since the revolutionaries themselves had lived in caves, got around by donkey, slept under heaps of tatty blankets and eaten gritty rice or dull flat bread. Endurance, said Mao, was in the bones of the Chinese peasant. The revolution must learn from them.


By the standards of the extinct imperial court, the families of the new order were living simply but well in 1953. They had the best medical care, which had advanced rapidly in Chinese cities. They could buy fresh food and consumer goods. Their children had carers and went to well-ordered schools reserved for the upper ranks. But outside the cordon of special security guards, the masses endured a different lot.


The Chinese people had gone through three decades of conflict since fighting erupted in the ‘warlord’ era after the abdication of the last emperor, Pu Yi, in 1912. Tens of millions were dead. Between 1937, when full-scale war had broken out with Japan, and 1949, when Mao rode into Beijing, the country’s industrial output fell by almost half. Although it was a huge agricultural nation, China barely produced enough food to feed itself, so people starved.


Fighting had wrecked much of the railways, whose construction had been financed by foreign debts. Inflation had destroyed the domestic financial system. A huge outflow of capital and assets – in some cases entire factories – had gone to Taiwan and to the British colony of Hong Kong. There was an exodus of talent overseas, of entrepreneurs, scientists, administrators and foreigners of all kinds. The scale of the task was illustrated when Mao ordered a census in June 1953. It found that the population exceeded 582 million. The figure was over 100 million more people than the generally accepted estimates at the time: those who had fled were just a demographic footnote.


One barrier to progress was that most of the people were uneducated. For millennia the written Chinese language was a bulwark of privilege for a scholarly elite. At the time of the last emperor only one in fifty women in China could read and write. Half a century later, when the Communists took over, 90 per cent of the country was illiterate and communicated in dialects.


Meanwhile, Japan, the ancient enemy, had industrialized, invented a simple script, allowed mass education and become a sophisticated power. Even after its defeat in 1945, it sheltered under the American nuclear umbrella while it rebuilt its economy and its bombed-out cities. As its postwar society flowered, Japan taught the rest of Asia a lesson in resilience.


Many Chinese, by contrast, lived in a daze. The old had seen their hallowed and venerable certainties vanish. People in middle age clung on to survive – the 1953 census showed that average life expectancy was less than forty-four years. The young were told that a new dawn had broken. It was the Communists’ job to convince them that building socialism worked.


People of that era remember a time of hardship that few of today’s young urban Chinese could grasp. You could still find traces of it in rural homes in northern China half a century later: houses built of mud and bricks, some roofed with corrugated iron, water from a well or a local spring; inside, earthen floors, neatly swept, and a fire burning all day. The family piled blankets on a kang, a heated platform made of bricks or clay, on which they all slept. When Xi Jinping was born, a bicycle was a luxury for such households.


A declassified CIA report of 1953 showed how harsh life was that year. The Chinese government’s priorities were so basic that the agency looked to crop yields and natural calamities as benchmarks of stability. The CIA surveyed droughts, floods and weather damage across provinces where seeds could not be planted and land went untilled. The vital spring and winter wheat harvests kept China alive, while it was a struggle to get good crops of beans, corn, melons and cotton. Yields were so poor, the report said, that ‘farmers have shown little enthusiasm for marketing their harvest’. Discontent ebbed and flowed.


One myth was that Mao led a broad-based popular revolution which swept away the old order like a ‘morning deluge’, to borrow the lyrical words of the writer Han Suyin. In reality, he was at the head of a conquering army run by a secretive political organization, itself a slave to the doctrines of a foreign ideology, the Soviet version of the Marxist-Leninist canon. Mao did not idolize Stalin but he learned from him. Only a titanic leader could run the party, command the army and resolve ‘contradictions among the people’.


At first, Mao and his comrades moved in small steps. The Red Army’s path to victory led from the countryside to the cities. It did not conquer the urban sophisticates easily. In the greatest metropolis, Shanghai, tycoons and gangsters held sway until almost the very end. The party felt weak even where it looked strong. So, soon after its conquest of Shanghai in 1949, five hundred ‘criminals’ were condemned to death on a single day.


Despite the chaos, violence and poverty, New China had won big gains. Its ideological alliance with the Soviet Union stabilized its northern flank. The Communist Kim Il-sung ruled North Korea. True, China did not have the atomic bomb, while the Americans were improving their nuclear weapons and Stalin had tested his first device in 1949. But Mao’s scientists were at work. The chairman himself waved it off as a ‘paper tiger’ and openly speculated how many millions China could afford to lose so long as its heartland remained undestroyed. In this cold calculation, he was correct. China had secured protection behind expanded borders while colonial empires vanished and new states came into being.


The British withdrawal from the Indian subcontinent took Rudyard Kipling’s ‘Great Game’ between the British and Russian empires off the map of geopolitics. The Red Army marched into the old lands known in the West as ‘Chinese Turkestan’, subduing Muslim rebels and mystics to govern vast tracts that had eluded dynasties of the past. The Buddhist realm of Tibet began to fray at the seams, a prelude to its violent incorporation into the Chinese state. The turbulent borderlands did not bother most Chinese people, who lived in the heart of historical Han China. Many were grateful for an end to warfare on their doorsteps. Propaganda hailed this period as one of vision and hope.


Xi Zhongxun was typical of the new men in holding multiple jobs for party and state. He was in charge of propaganda, education and culture, while playing a part in subduing the turbulent areas of the Tibetan Plateau and China’s desolate far west. We shall read more about how he favoured moderate, practical initiatives, always subject, that is, to the party retaining its sole grip on power. In 1953, he was riding high, granted a role and influence that outstripped his formal positions.


Behind the façade the Communists moved to an implacable rhythm of Marxist-Leninist class struggle. Mao soon dispensed with the non-Communist worthies who had clustered around him when he proclaimed the People’s Republic from the Gate of Heavenly Peace. Thousands of defeated soldiers of the Kuomintang were rounded up, many executed, and over a million ‘bandits’ were exterminated. ‘Thought reforms’ flourished and the party set up a web of spies in neighbourhoods and workplaces. Everyone had to belong to a danwei, a work unit. Society became regimented in the name of ‘Liberation’.


The collapse of the Nationalist armies and the flight of their leaders had come so quickly that there were few plans in place. Mao favoured poetic visions over technocratic management, delegating day-to-day paperwork to a cadre of workaholic ideologues. The Communists were short of practised administrators. Strong on military logistics, they had to learn how to govern.


At first the Communists tolerated capitalists and private enterprises. But these were soon taken over. The state became mighty. It seized control of the means of production to industrialize China as Marx had taught. It built railways, steelworks, power plants, bridges and factories. In the countryside, Mao’s radicalism flowered. The old society withered as women were liberated, finding freedom to marry and work.


The party ran programmes to teach the peasants to read and write. Many found out for the first time what their crops were worth and how much they should earn. Mao sent ‘work teams’ to the countryside, whose bland name concealed the power to unleash revolutionary violence. They started mass campaigns for ‘land reform’. They confiscated landlord holdings, divided rural people into class categories and filled a quota of executions and lynchings. ‘Class enemies’ were shot, beaten to death, stabbed, hanged from trees, drowned and starved. Some were buried alive in their own plots of land. The survivors were ostracized or sent to labour camps, where most perished.


The leaders shared responsibility for these miserable, banal deaths. Documents have been found by the historian Frank Dikötter of Hong Kong University showing that Deng Xiaoping, one of five vice premiers in 1953 and later an economic ‘reformer’, issued a blizzard of orders to kill class enemies. Members of the elite won credit for joining in. One enthusiast for the ‘work teams’ was Wang Guangmei, the cultivated, elegant wife of China’s future president Liu Shaoqi, who urged her comrades to steel their hearts in the cause. Xi Zhongxun’s own guilt in political murders will be examined later in this story. Bo Yibo, one of the revolution’s ‘immortals’, whose son will figure in the story of Xi Jinping, estimated that two million people died. All Mao’s henchmen dipped their hands in blood. When the chairman’s line changed, most of them fell in their turn.


To Mao, purges were not an aberration or a sign that the party was off the rails. The purge was an instrument of catharsis, forging power in a fire that consumed the outdated, disloyal or inadequate comrades in its own ranks. Mao absorbed Stalin’s precept that the party regenerated itself through regular change. It was convenient that this always made the man at the top stronger.


For Xi Zhongxun, his wife and their young children, family life appeared serene, remote from all the violence and terror. They were, to all appearances, among the winners. Photographs of the couple show them smiling by an ornate wall; he was of medium height, slightly plump in his neatly pressed cadre’s uniform, she wearing a long coat that looked daringly fashionable. They did their best to shield their children from the truth of permanent insecurity. Yet even in the heady year of 1953 adults in the new hierarchy knew that to live near the top, near Mao, was to live on the edge of a precipice.
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Father Figures


The young Xi Jinping went to his first school in the old imperial gardens. Bei Hai Kindergarten was at the heart of Maoist China. Its name meant ‘north lake’ because it stood by one of three artificial water features created by the last dynasty’s landscapers near the Forbidden City.


The central and southern lakes were together called Zhongnanhai. The pavilions around them were residences and offices used by Mao and his intimates. Their compound was closely guarded. Today Zhongnanhai equals the White House or the Kremlin as shorthand for the seat of power.


The Bei Hai Kindergarten had no trappings of authority although it was just a stone’s throw away. Its pupils trooped in through great red wooden doors set in stone arches. They played in the shade of tall trees within a walled area of gravel planted with bushes. It looked like a classical scholar’s retreat.


Xi Zhongxun’s comrades in the People’s Liberation Army took control of the site in March 1949, when the Nationalist garrison surrendered. There was already a small nursery run by the Social Affairs Department of Republican China, set up after the last emperor fell. The Communists decided to use it for the junior members of their own dynasty.


Four months later the school expanded to include a leafy pleasure dome known as the Garden of the Heavenly Silkworm. It began to admit the sons and daughters of the new ruling class. Officially it was for the children of ‘revolutionary cadres and military families’. These privileged pupils were the first to be moulded into ideal citizens, with their own doctors, dietitians and healthcare on site.


By the time a small Xi Jinping arrived, the curriculum was set and a daily routine established. Pupils wore red scarves and took an oath of loyalty every morning in front of a portrait of Chairman Mao. The children sang songs to the chairman and to the glory of the sun rising in the east. Music, art, dance and general knowledge made up a holistic education.


Communist educators used progressive methods but did not shy away from traditional Chinese learning. Every child began to master the intricate writing system, in a simplified form introduced after the revolution. It was still a hard task. Then there were basic mathematics, folk tales and nursery rhymes, the latter often adapted to a ‘red theme’.


Sitting in rows, the children learned to chant slogans that they barely understood. Chinese people who experienced such an education compared it to routine religious instruction in the West. To such young minds, it was normal. They were made to feel part of an exclusive band, heirs to the revolution. This was the mindset inculcated in Xi Jinping.


The contrast with his father’s childhood could not have been greater.


Xi Zhongxun was born in 1913 in Fuping County, a rural patch of villages and small townships in Shaanxi Province. For his ancestors and descendants, this was the soul of China, a place that moved them to talk of their ‘attachment to the yellow earth’. His family were landowners but that did not mean comfort and ease. His father, Xi Zongde, died in his early forties, when the boy was a teenager. His mother, Chai Caihua, lived only a year longer. Both sickened and died.


The family seat, such as it was, lay a short way northeast of Xi’an, a city steeped in antiquity. Here the first emperor entombed a memorial army of warriors sculpted in terracotta. His successors girdled the town with thick ramparts. Shielded by mountains, watered by rivers, Xi’an sprang out of that fabled yellow soil in the lee of the desolate Loess Plateau. It rose at the end of the Silk Road in the centre of the country, the capital of ten dynasties over two thousand years. At times Xi’an was not just an imperial city but a flourishing, sophisticated place of trade and culture where different races, faiths and traditions met.


Xi Zhongxun had nothing in common with Xi’an’s glory days, which lay far in the past. Revolutionaries like him came out of an alternative heritage, the bandit legends of Chinese folklore. They were dwellers in what the romancers called ‘rivers and lakes’, far from organized, hierarchical society with its taxes, officials and gentry. They broke away from the immemorial, static world of the obedient subject and the benevolent ruler. Mao was the prime example of a roaming, restless mind that found the answer in revolution, and Xi Zhongxun was one of his disciples.


The official biographies of Xi Zhongxun are sparing and hagiographic. They say that the schoolboy joined a plot to poison an unpopular teacher when he was fourteen, around the time he lost his father. They depict him as an ardent youth driven by a rebellious sense of injustice who threw his whole life into the cause.


Many of Xi Zhongxun’s fellow pupils at the Licheng middle school were fired by the zeal that swept through Chinese youth after the end of the First World War. They felt betrayed by the Treaty of Versailles, which handed China’s eastern province of Shandong, a German possession, over to Japan. Most blamed the American president, Woodrow Wilson, for not standing up to the colonial powers that had sliced bits off the Chinese empire.


Students massed in the streets of Beijing on 4 May 1919 to demonstrate against the treaty. Their protests were in vain but the date gave its name to the ‘May Fourth’ reform movement. Its distant thunder still echoed in the heartlands years later, provoking bored and restless young men and women to seek out patriotic and progressive causes.


According to official accounts, Xi Zhongxun joined the Communist Youth League in 1926. The party’s agitators stirred up indignation against the Nationalist government of Chiang Kai-shek. They said it bowed to foreigners, sided with the rich, indulged superstition and kept the people in feudal servitude. A lot of that was true, as any bright young person could see.


In 1928, local Communist cadres spurred the students to hold demonstrations. The authorities cracked down. Xi Zhongxun was sent to jail, where he soon proved the dictum that prison is a fine academy for revolution. Mingling with other inmates, he absorbed what they had to say. He joined the Communist Party as a full member in April that year.


On release, he committed his life to the party’s military and political work. The Chinese Communists were faithful to their Bolshevik mentors in Russia. They rejected the idea of reform through constitutional change or democratic bargaining. Only the overthrow of the old order would do.


At the distance of a century, it helps to imagine the 1920s through the eyes of a young person thrilled by upheavals unseen for generations. Making revolution was not just satisfying, it was a great adventure. It held the promise that if you died in battle you became a martyr, not merely a warlord’s fallen slave. The educated revolutionaries knew they had a privileged role, for most people could not read or write. They held the New China in their hands.


In short order, Xi Zhongxun was active in the peasant movement. He chafed under party discipline but accepted it. The leaders ordered him to work with General Yang Hucheng, a local warlord loyal to the hated government. It was a period of shifting, ambiguous alliances, unpopular with many Communists. Purists urged the party on to independent action, pragmatists wanted to bide their time. The dispute led to spying, treachery and purges.


Xi Zhongxun lasted less than two years in the company of the warlord, plotting and planning in his position as an organizer of troop transport. In March 1932, he staged a mutiny while the force was marching into Gansu Province, west of Xi’an. It was incompetently done and foundered in blood, severed heads and firing squads as General Yang took revenge.


Escaping, Xi Zhongxun rode on horseback across the Wei river to join bands of Communist guerrillas operating in safer territory. The area was known as the Shaanxi-Gansu Border Region Soviet. He excelled as a commander. His fighters repelled government forces and expanded the area of Soviet control. With success, their domain became the Revolutionary Base Area of the Northwest. It entered party history as the Yan’an Soviet, as the Chinese Communists followed Russian nomenclature.


For the next few years, humdrum work made Xi a quartermaster of the revolution. It was a vital role, requiring clerical skills and long hours of lamplight toil. The dominant figure was a charismatic comrade named Liu Zhidan. He was better at leading guerrillas than at drafting requisitions, so he needed good administrators. The cadres built up a network of villages, cave dwellings and supply dumps which became a redoubt when the Red Army – in fact, a grouping of regular forces, militias and rebel bands – retreated into the fastness of ‘yellow earth’, escaping from its enemies on Mao’s legendary ‘Long March’.


The Long March is the stuff of myths. It took place between 1934 and 1935. It was not, in fact, one march but three. The First Red Army trekked into the interior under Mao’s command. The chairman was photographed riding a horse and looking philosophical. Almost all the figures are disputed by modern Chinese historians but it was said that 65,000 soldiers and civilians set out. They marched some 6,000 miles – Mao himself gave varying estimates – in a sweep around western China, fording rivers, climbing peaks and traversing arid wastes. When they reached Yan’an, fewer than eight thousand remained. It took another year for the Second and Fourth Red Armies to reach their comrades.


The American correspondent Edgar Snow wrote a heroic account of the march in his 1938 book Red Star over China, a definitive account of how a leader can turn defeat into victory. Mao also used the time to unleash violence on his own ranks. To him, the crisis was an opportunity to take over the party. He blamed its collective leadership in Shanghai for mistakes and supported anyone who took his line.


The dispute was intricate but its essence was simple. The party leaders thought China should follow Russia and make industrial workers the vanguard of the revolution. Mao believed the right way was to mobilize everyone – peasants, farmers, labourers and mountain herders – so that the countryside would envelop the cities. As it happened, Stalin agreed with him, writing early on that the Chinese revolution was not like the Soviet one because China had never developed a large urban proletariat. Mao had ideological cover.


These abstruse theories meant little on the ground, where murder talked. Even in remote places where the fight for survival should have come first, the Communists threw themselves into purges with gusto. The leadership’s partisans rounded up dissenters and threw them into crude prisons. Many were put up against a wall and shot.


In Shaanxi, Xi Zhongxun, Liu Zhidan and a third man, Gao Gang, found themselves on the wrong side of the dispute. As followers of Mao, they were flung into a cell. During the night, they heard the noise of digging outside and asked a guard what it was. The guard told them it was the sound of their graves being dug. Miraculously, or so the approved account later had it, Mao arrived on the scene with his men from the First Red Army. ‘Stop the executions!’ he said. He ordered an end to the arrests.


So Xi Zhongxun was saved from a grisly death by Mao himself. Then Mao put Liu Zhidan in charge of the area and made Xi and Gao Gang his deputies. All the makings of a parable were there but for the ending. In time, Liu Zhidan lost authority. He was sent to command troops in the field. The battles were petty, the stakes low, the resources inadequate. In 1936, perhaps trying to win back his laurels, Liu led a suicidal charge against forces barring the Red Army’s passage to the east. He fell on the battlefield and was declared a martyr.


Liu Zhidan vanished from life but he did not disappear from politics; far from it, as we shall see. Gao Gang took over as leader with Xi Zhongxun as his deputy. Xi soon outshone his boss. He rose through the system to become secretary of the Northwest Bureau of the party’s Central Committee (in Chinese Communism, the ‘secretary’ is the most powerful official) and the number-two political commissar of the Northwest Field Army. These were jobs needing cold blood and scant conscience. He was only thirty-two years old.


In the midst of turmoil, Xi Zhongxun found time to get married. His wife was Hao Mingzhu, a relation of a revolutionary fighter with a Shaanxi pedigree. They wed in 1936 and had a son and two daughters. Married life in the Yan’an redoubt was doubly stressful. Many couples forged partnerships through clan links and political alliances. They accepted the knowledge that commitment to the revolution meant going to war, perhaps leaving widows and orphans behind. But there was more. Yan’an was a nest of vipers, where people spread rumours, had affairs and spied on one another. Everyone lived in the shadow of betrayal. Why?


To Mao, the wars against Japan and the Kuomintang were secondary to the war against his own comrades. In reality, the fugitive Communists spent more time fighting each other and their compatriots than they did fighting the Imperial Japanese Army. And in 1942, with the Pacific War at its height, Mao chose to launch a vicious campaign of ‘rectification’ in the safety of Yan’an.


The story was reconstructed by a self-taught Chinese historian, Gao Hua, in How the Red Sun Rose, a big book published by the Chinese University of Hong Kong in 2000. This tells how Mao destroyed people in a ceaseless cycle of purges to get power into his own hands. The victims’ offences hardly mattered – a poster, a poem, a play, a comment, a song; anything would do. The lucky survived public humiliation, ‘self-criticism’ sessions and abuse. Zhou Enlai, later China’s suavest figure on the world stage, escaped by servile self-abasement. The less fortunate died at the hands of Mao’s executioners.


‘Underground historians’ have since challenged other tenets of the Maoist cult. Among other heresies, they claimed the Long March was far shorter than Mao said, that some of its ‘heroes’ died in banal accidents, that the Red Army avoided the Japanese as much as possible, and that the campaign of ‘land reform’ in the Soviet areas was a terrible mistake that glorified violence and killed thousands of innocents.


All this was airbrushed from history when the party won power but for those who endured, the lessons of Yan’an were bleak. Xi Zhongxun was one of the survivors. It suited Mao to keep him and Gao Gang as examples of faithful comrades who had stayed on the right line. Xi learned that keeping close to the chairman was the only hope. It left him in Mao’s power.


Xi Zhongxun survived but his marriage did not. He separated from his wife in 1944, two years after the psychological trauma of the ‘rectification’ purges. It is likely she continued to care for their three children. Wartime alliances all over China were apt to be impulsive: within the year, he had married for a second time.


His new spouse was Qi Xin, the child of an official in the Kuomintang regime. She was born in Hebei Province, northern China, in 1926. As she and her sister grew up, they split from their father over politics, a common story at the time. They left Beijing when the city fell to the Japanese and joined the Communist movement.


Qi was a natural fighter. She had entered the party’s ‘Political and Military University to Resist Japan’ and became a child soldier in the Eighth Route Army in her mid-teens. She is said to have seen action in battle. Picked out for her zeal, she went to the party’s leadership school and was studying in Yan’an in 1943 when she met Xi Zhongxun, who was still married to his first wife. There was some ideological matchmaking before the couple were married at a party office amid the region’s cave dwellings on 28 April 1944. Soon after the wedding, Qi was packed off to work on ‘land reform’ among the peasants of northern Shaanxi, a brutal business, and her husband returned to his tasks. Making war and revolution claimed their time for five more years: their first child, Qiaoqiao, was born in 1949.


By then, Xi Zhongxun had reaped the rewards of fidelity to Mao. He was also good at what he did. Throughout the later years of the Second World War he was a base camp warrior, applying his hard-learned administration expertise to making the machinery run. He was made deputy of the party’s Organization Department, whose bland name concealed enormous power over a cadre’s career. He gained a reputation for pragmatic decision-making.


None of this meant he was finished with war. The Communists were pivoting to fight the Kuomintang, who had decided to try to win the civil war. This was a fatal blunder on the latter’s part. Morale and momentum lay with the revolutionaries. Xi Zhongxun took part in the early battles, repelling an attack on the Yan’an Soviet and helping the Red Armies break out from encirclement. By 1947, a full-scale conflict was raging.


Some of those who knew Xi Zhongxun in later life traced his drinking, his temper and his paranoia to the horrific stress of these years. Like many Communists, he had spent almost all of his time for a decade and a half in military action. Victory in the civil war was not a foregone conclusion. The Kuomintang had good generals. One of them even captured Yan’an, striking a blow at the citadel of Communist power until the Red Army rallied its forces and threw the enemy out. Xi Zhongxun’s renown was forged in the campaigns of 1947–9, when he served on the staff of one of China’s great military figures, Marshal Peng Dehuai. Eventually, the Red Armies prevailed and Mao declared the People’s Republic established on 1 October 1949.


The strain was doubled because the Communists were not just fighting a military campaign, they were also tearing rural society apart in order to remake it. This required the use of force. All over the Soviet areas ‘work teams’ went into villages to identify ‘landlords’ and class enemies. There was an epidemic of finger-pointing and score-settling because peasants revived old feuds or coveted a neighbour’s property.


Mao indulged the radicals, believing in the purity of class violence. Xi Zhongxun, however, pointed to cases where ambitious cadres had wrongly identified landlords merely to fulfil their quota of struggle. Countless numbers of poor people were murdered, usually by their neighbours, just because they owned a few wretched plots of land or had inherited a village house. The euphemism ‘land reform’ came to mean a hecatomb of the better-off rural peasantry. It did not dawn on the supposed winners that it merely made the regime master of their futures. Land would be confiscated, collectivized, redistributed and parcelled out once again to families as its policies shifted shape in the decades ahead.


One fact was salient. By the time Xi Jinping became ruler of China in the twenty-first century, sixty years later, all land was still owned by the government and no Chinese citizen was more than a leaseholder. It was as if one type of feudalism had been exchanged for another.


Voices of moderation were few in the whirlwind of class struggle. But Xi Zhongxun became known as one of them. His moment came in Xinjiang, that vast western tract of deserts and mountains inhabited at the time chiefly by Uighurs, a Turkic people who practised Islam and lived by agriculture and herding. To many Muslims it is still East Turkestan. Its Chinese name meant ‘new frontier’.


The radicals stormed into Xinjiang in the wake of the Red Army, determined to wage class war among simple people who had no idea what it meant. They sparked outrage by confiscating livestock and taking over land owned by religious foundations. Apart from being cruel, it was reckless. The Communists had just suppressed a rising in northern Xinjiang and were struggling to subdue a turbulent region where Russian and Chinese influence had vied with local divines and bandit groups since the nineteenth century. Even Mao could see it made no sense and allowed himself to be persuaded by Xi Zhongxun. He ordered the policies to cease, freed many prisoners and sent the firebrands home.


In 1951, Xi faced a similar problem on the Tibetan plateau. The embers of a Muslim warlord rebellion smouldered in the Chinese province of Qinghai, where the defeated men stirred up its placid Tibetan tribes by warning them, accurately, that they would be next. An insurgency soon broke out. The People’s Liberation Army (as it was now known) sent troops to deal with its leader, Xiang Qian, but Xi argued for a political solution. Envoys went to and fro. They included the Panchen Lama, the second-ranking figure in Tibetan Buddhism. The religious government in Lhasa, headed by the Dalai Lama, looked on with disquiet as the People’s Liberation Army captured village after village near its territory.


In the end, patience and cajolery paid off. The rebels accepted generous terms, prisoners were freed and Xiang Qian came down from the mountains to pledge his allegiance. He accepted a post in local government. The strategy was a model of traditional Chinese subtlety, achieving the party’s goals with minimal force. It also bought time and space for the People’s Republic before its invasion and occupation of Tibet later in the decade. The Dalai Lama himself came to Beijing, where he found Xi Zhongxun ‘very friendly and open minded’ and gave him a gift of an Omega watch. Mao had complimented Xi Zhongxun and compared him to a strategist in one of China’s greatest novels, The Romance of the Three Kingdoms.


The memory of these policies led some to believe that when Xi Jinping came to power he would behave with the shrewdness and prudence of his father in Xinjiang and Tibet. Such hopes were to be disappointed.


By 1953, then, Xi Zhongxun was one of the top men in the regime. He had moved to Beijing to work at the State Council, China’s cabinet. Then he took up the post of propaganda chief, in charge of culture and education. He was joined in the capital by his old comrade-in-arms Gao Gang, who was put at the head of the State Planning Commission, the engine of socialism in the new China. Prestige and office seemed secure.


With a new young family, Xi Zhongxun might have seemed poised for political longevity and domestic peace. But the men from the northwest, who had lived through purge and counterpurge, knew that their good fortune might not last. There was a new emperor in Zhongnanhai whose whim could change at any time. Such an awareness required a degree of knowledge far above the little heads of the pupils trooping into the Bei Hai Kindergarten every morning. Yet it was to shadow them all their lives.
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