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Compared to the periods of imperial rule that precede 
it, the Song dynasty government (960–1279) was more 
autocratic than any Chinese government had been. 
Under a growing Mongolian threat to the north, civil 
rule was complemented with an extremely centrally 
controlled army. The autocracy, centralization and 
anti-mercantile policies of the Chinese Confucian elite 
could not prevent private enterprises from blooming, 
however. Song rule was finally overthrown by the 
Mongols in 1279 and mercantilism trumped Confucian 
ideology for the centuries to come. After the fall of 
the final imperial dynasty in 1912, struggles between 
ideological orthodoxy and economic reality remained 
ever-present. The rise of the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP) and the founding of the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC) in 1949 did not change this either. 

The 20th National CCP Congress of October 2022 
suggested that ideology had prevailed over economy – a 
development that can be traced back to the 18th National 
Party Congress of 2012 when Hu Jintao (Youth League) 
was replaced by Xi Jinping (Princelings) as General 
Secretary of the CCP. The abrupt change in the PRC’s Covid 
policy in early December 2022 after considerable civil 
unrest can, however, at once be interpreted as a setback 
for the ideological line of Xi Jinping, and a prominent 
return of economic realism within Chinese leadership. 
The architect – be it in a rough manner under his wavering 
leadership in Shanghai – of this sudden change in policy 
allegedly was Li Qiang, the No. 2 of the CCP Standing 
Committee and the incoming Premier of the PRC.1 This 
reveals some of the personal intricacies within China’s top 

leadership. It also adds gravity to the question in how far 
the country’s new executive power that was installed at 
the 14th National People’s Congress (NPC) that met from 
5 to 13 March 2023 reflects a China that is oscillating 
between ideological fervour and economic realism. 

THE CHINESE SECURITY STATE

In the opening speech President Xi Jinping delivered at the 
20th CCP Congress of October 2022, the term “security” 
(anquan)2 was used 89 times (an increase from the 55 
mentions in his opening speech at the 19th Party Congress 
in 2017). Also, in the ‘Government Work Report’ China’s 
incumbent Premier Li Keqiang delivered during the so-
called ‘Two Sessions’ (lianghui)3 on 6 March 2023, the 
term “stability” (wen) was overwhelmingly present.4 
Concomitantly, the term “reform” (gaige)5 appeared only 
some 40 odd times in the 16,616 characters long report. 
This is considerably less than in the abovementioned 
speech at the 2022 National CCP Congress, and dwarfed 
by the more than 100 mentions in similar speeches 
of 2018 and 2019.6 The “stability” that was frequently 
invoked at the NPC appears to be synonymous with the 
consolidation and enhancement of the central power of 
the CCP in all sectors of society. This preoccupation with 
intra-Party stability was already evident from the line-up 
of the new CCCCP Standing Committee. All six members 
(Li Qiang, Zhao Leji, Wang Huning, Cai Qi, Ding Xuexiang, 
and Li Xi) have either engaged with ideological work, only 
possess local administrative experience, and/or have 
apparently made it to the Standing Committee because 
of their direct allegiance to Xi. As specialists like Li Keqiang 
and Liu He retired, politicians with significant economic 
experience vanished from the Standing Committee.7
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Illustrative of this enhanced focus on ideology were the 
newly implemented structural reforms announced in the 

“Party and State Institutional Reform Program” (dang he 
guojia jigou gaige fang’an)8 that take further power away 
from the state in favour of the CCP, a trend confirmed by 
the positioning of a CCP director in midsized companies 
and increased party control over media and propaganda. 
CCP control over the science sector – a prime field of 
Sino-US competition – has also increased significantly.9 
Such changes can be interpreted against the background 
that staunch advocates of centralization of (Party) power 
have been retained in the CCP Standing Committee, such 
as Zhao Leji, new President of the NPC, who was head of 
the Nomenklature (Central Organization Department), 
and Wang Huning, who now heads the Chinese People’s 
Political Consultative Conference and is a rare exception of 
someone who, largely due to his skills as political theorist, 
survived in the higher echelons of Party and state despite 
two transitions of power (2002/3 and 2012/3). 

The double-sided message that Xi Jinping gave business 
delegates on March 6 also confirmed the supremacy 
of the CCP over the Chinese state when Xi showed 
concern for the many challenges that Chinese private 
enterprise had faced over the previous “not ordinary” 
(bu xunchang)10 years. Xi – just like Li Keqiang a day 
earlier – called for stability, albeit, in a more Leninist vein, 
simultaneously emphasizing that “it is necessary to guide 
private enterprises and private entrepreneurs to correctly 
understand the principles and policies of the Party Central 
Committee.”11 Said changes in favour of strong Party-
control were legitimized by one of the mantras at the 
NPC during March 2023: the need “to be self-reliant” (zi 
li zi qiang).12 This term also returned prominently in Li 
Keqiang’s Government Work Report, where “focussing 
on expanding domestic demand” (zhuoli kuoda guonei 
xuqiu),13 a prerequisite in achieving self-reliance, was 
listed as the key work point for 2023.14

The “not ordinary” mentioned by Xi does not only refer 
to the considerable economic and societal challenges 
brought by Covid-19, but also to the worsened relations 
with the West. Importantly, while Xi accused the entire 
West for its “checking, containment, and suppression” 

(ezhi, weidu, daya)15 of the PRC, only the US was actually 
singled out as leading  culprit.16 It is probably against 
this background, and more specifically with regard to 
US involvement in ever-contentious cross-Strait issues 
involving Taiwan, that we have to interpret Xi’s elevation 

– or superseding – of second paramount leader Deng 
Xiaoping’s 24-character formula (ershisi zi jue)17 that 
called to “observe calmly; secure our position; cope 
with affairs; calmly hide our capacities and bide our time; 
be good at maintaining a low profile; and, never claim 
leadership.”18 Xi’s formula became: “Be calm; maintain 
[strategic] determination, seek progress and stability; be 
proactive and achieve things; unite [under the banner 
of the Party]; and dare to fight.”19 Xi’s twofold message 
was clear: His grip on intra-Party power remains ever-
solid and the PRC is ready for a high profile role on the 
international stage.

Qin Gang alluded to this more assertive “dare to fight” by 
connecting it to the tense Sino-US relations in what he, 
on March 6, called “dancing with wolves.”20 Readiness to 
continue the Sino-US struggles was also evidenced by Xi 
in his selection of Li Shangfu to the position of Minister 
of Defence during the 14th NPC. Li holds the questionable 
honour of being the first-ever PRC Minister of Defence 
who is black-listed by the US – this over his role in the 
purchase of sanctioned Russian military equipment in 
2017.21 While the blacklisting does not include a ban to 
US territory, his assignment is a clear signal that the PRC 
is ready to “dance”. In the words of Qin Gang: “If the U.S. 
does not step on the brakes and continues to go down 
the wrong road, no amount of guardrails will be able to 
stop derailment and rollover, and it will inevitably fall into 
conflict and confrontation.”22

IDEOLOGY, BUT NOT AT ALL COSTS

That, under the abovementioned moves toward further 
centralization and increased CCP supremacy over the 
Chinese state, the rumoured merging of two (Party and 
state) important security institutions did not happen, 
may be called remarkable. This could show that although 
ideology may rule the day on the surface, some level of 
economic realism (again) prevails in practice. This is also 
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evidenced by the return of some financial expertise to 
the PRC’s leadership. Li Qiang is a staunch ally of Xi, and 
first-ranked Vice-Premier Ding Xuexiang, Xi’s former chief-
of-staff with little economic expertise, also has more of 
an “ideological” profile. But newly appointed second Vice-
Premier He Lifeng (economist and Special Economic Zone-
specialist) as well as third Vice-Premier Zhang Guoqing 
(corporate career) do hold considerable sway in the 
economic and financial fields.23 Li Qiang’s background 
(studied International Economics at the Central Party 
School in Beijing; obtained a MBA from Hong Kong 
Polytechnic University) and his words on March 13 can also 
be viewed as encouraging in this regard, as Li’s first press 
conference was dedicated to soothing the beleaguered 
private sector and foreign capital – even admitting that 
there had been some “incorrect discussions” in Chinese 
society on the CCP’s policy toward the private sector 
during 2022.24 A final, albeit more indirect and symbolic, 
concession toward “economy” is the selection of Han 
Zheng, formerly seen as part of the coastal development 
focused “Shanghai Clique” that was headed by the late 
Jiang Zemin, as Vice-President of the PRC. While the 
post of Vice-President is essentially ceremonial, it shows 
that some lenience toward competing factions and their 
economy-first policies is retained – also note the contrast 
with the treatment of Xi’s predecessor Hu Jintao during 
the CCP congress of October last year.

It should be remembered in this regard that Xi Jinping 
lacks the ‘natural’ revolutionary credentials – i.e., in 
founding the PRC – that the country’s first two paramount 
leaders, Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, enjoyed. Xi 
thus requires both ideological (the focus of Mao) and 
economic (the focus of Deng) means to maintain his 
grip on power. Harking back to the beginnings of the 
Xi era, the maintenance of CCP supremacy over the 
Chinese state is seen as the prerequisite to, after having 
celebrated the ‘1st One Hundred’ (i.e., the 100th birthday 
of the CCP), also prepare for the celebration of the ‘2nd 
One Hundred’ (i.e., the 100th birthday of the PRC in 2049). 
This was evidenced by the statement included in the 
document “Resolution of the Central Committee of the 
Communist Party of China on the Major Achievements 
and Historical Experience of the Party’s Century-long 

Struggle,” published on 16 November 2021: “Since the 
18th Party Congress, socialism with Chinese characteristics 
has entered a new era. The main task facing the party 
is to realize the first centenary goal, start a new journey 
to realize the second centenary goal, and continue to 
move forward toward the grand goal of realizing the 
great rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.”25

From a terminological point of view, the semantic choice 
for ‘Zhonghua minzu’ (“Chinese nation”)26 expresses a 
highly ‘nationalist’ interpretation as it not only concerns 
the fate of Mainland China, but also encompasses Taiwan. 
It might nonetheless be undue to say that the frequent 
usage of the term suggests that (re)gaining Taiwan is a 
goal that must be achieved at any cost for Xi Jinping. When 
new foreign minister Qin Gang held the constitution of the 
PRC in his hand during said maiden press conference of 
March 6, he implied that Taiwan is already de jure part of 
the PRC. In this vein, it comes to little surprise that neither 
his or Li Keqiang’s words a day earlier held any notions 
of seeking direct military confrontation with Taiwan. This 
stands in contrast to, for example, Xi’s speech on January 
2, 2019, commemorating the 40th anniversary of Deng 
Xiaoping’s “Message to Compatriots in Taiwan,” where 
he prominently stressed that the PRC always retains the 
option to use force against “Taiwanese separatists.”27 A 
somewhat more benign cross-Strait line was reconfirmed 
by Xi himself during the closing speech at the 14th NPC 
in March 2023 in which he referred to adhering to the 

‘1992 cross-strait consensus’ in overcoming cross-Strait 
differences, thus hinting at the primacy of finding a political 
solution for Taiwan.28 The government’s messaging – for 
now – remains one of maintaining the status quo under 
the de jure principle that Taiwan is already an inseparable 
part of the Chinese nation. 

TILTING TOWARDS THE REALISM OF A HIGH-TECH 
ECONOMY

That Party and country continue to oscillate between 
ideological fervour and economic realism was, in the run-
up to the 14th NPC, also illustrated by numbers on the 
tone of policy and media rhetoric for the period March 
2022 to January 2023. While ideology was dominant in 
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Party and media discourse during the lockdown, rhetoric 
on economic realities clearly increased since October 
2022, peaking in January 2023.29

This implicit acknowledgment of economic realities may 
also be traced in the speech Xi Jinping delivered on 7 
February 2023 at the opening ceremony of the “Seminar 
on Studying and Implementing the Spirit of the 20th 
National Congress of the Communist Party of China,” a 
speech that can be viewed as bridge between the 20th 
National Party Congress and the March 2023 meeting of 
the National People’s Congress.30 While on the one hand 
repeatedly referring to the ideological successes since his 
rise to power at the 18th Party Congress  in “rejuvenating 
the Chinese nation,” the speech also stated that, “In 
the new period of reform and opening up and socialist 
construction, our party has made a historic decision to 
shift the center of the party and the country’s work to 
economic construction;”31 as well as that “promoting 
Chinese-style modernization is a systematic project that 
[…] requires […] important relations such as opening up 
to the outside world.”32

The abovementioned mantras of “Chinese-style 
modernization” and “self-reliance” are most frequently 
connected to “technological self-reliance” (keji zili 
(ziqiang)).33 Despite the above rhetoric calling for 

“opening up,” the PRC has recently been increasingly cut-
off from the world’s main microchip and semiconductor 
suppliers (The US, Taiwan, Japan, and The Netherlands). 
Also striking is the observation that only Li Qiang, the new 
Prime Minister – remember Li’s economic credentials 
in this regard – is mentioned to have taken the floor in 
approval of Xi Jinping’s 7 February 2023 speech while all 
members of the new Standing Committee were present at 
the occasion. This might be interpreted as that the three 

“ideological” newcomers to the CCP Standing Committee 
(Ding Xuexiang, Cai Qi, and Li Xi) who are also ranked 
lower than Li Qiang, Zhao Leji and Wang Huning are, will 
only have a secondary role in the new legislature. The 
latter observation seems sustained by the appointment 
of the new Vice-Premiers, and by the composition of the 
20th Politburo. A majority of members of the Politburo 
have a technological background, which is also relevant 

with regard to the civil-military fusion strategy of the 
country – a frontier now clearly expanded to outer space 
through the inclusion of several specialists in this area. On 
average, the members of the new Central Committee are 
also highly educated, with 114 members having enjoyed 
science-based educations and 121 having pursued 
business-related studies.34

With the infamous middle income trap still looming over 
the PRC, upscaling the economy is more than a necessity 
to accumulate enough financial resources to sustain a 
growing elderly population and avoid popular upsurges 
of the type that occurred in February 2023.35 China’s 
demographic dividend will truly come to a close around 
the end of this decade when those born during the post-
Great Leap Forward baby boom will have retired. Indeed, 
achieving Xi’s desired state of “common prosperity” 
(gongtong fuyu)36 will not come easy.

TIME FOR MODERATING 

Oscillating between the two cups of ideological fervour 
and economic realism, the current Chinese leadership not 
only has to moderate between the different homeland 
interests and party factions, but also needs to prove 
itself as a responsible stake holder on the world scene. 
Its role in brokering a restoration of relations between 
Saudi-Arabia and Iran is a recent success in this regard. 
The country’s by now (in)famous ‘twelve principles’ 
packaged in the “On China’s position for a political 
solution to the Ukraine crisis” is also worth noting in 
this respect.37 The 11th of these principles appeals for 
a continuation of the existing global economic system, 
a system, as acknowledged by the Chinese leadership, 
of which China has profited immensely.38 Although the 
2nd point of the document refers to “legitimate security 
concerns”39 of involved parties, a remark that can be 
interpreted as aligning with Russia, the same 2nd point 
also warns against the introduction of a new Cold War.40 
The first point refers more prominently to the tribulations 
of Ukraine, meanwhile, as it states that “The sovereignty, 
independence and territorial integrity of all countries 
should be effectively guaranteed.”41 The PRC’s approach 
to the Ukraine war can be expected to remain two-fold, 
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but ultimately aligning with its own foreign interests, as 
Qin Gang’s comments on March 6 also seem to suggest.42 
In this light, it comes as little surprise that, while Xi visited 
Moscow from 20 to 22 March 2023, high-level talks with 
Kiev were simultaneously pursued.43

It should be remembered that China is, be it for pragmatic 
geopolitical reasons such as detaching Brussels from 
Washington, in favour of European integration and its 
agelong quest for strategic autonomy. This was reiterated 
by Qin Gang on March 6 with regard to the EU’s positioning 
vis-à-vis Ukraine.44 Although the new foreign minister’s 
calls for a solution to contradictions in European security 
governance – meaning: inclusion of Russia in a security 
mechanism – might be improbable on the short term, 
the Chinese desire to resolve (or at least, alleviate) the 
situation in Ukraine while reconnecting with Brussels is 
genuine.

Furthermore, while considerable media attention has 
been given to the CCP’s stress on the implementation 
of “Xi’s thoughts on a Strong Army” (Xi Jinping qiang jun 
sixiang)45 and the 7.2% increase of the People’s Liberation 
Army’s budget – not at all exuberant when compared to 
increases during the preceding decade46 – the fact that 
China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs and diplomat corps 
will be boosted by a 12.2% budget surge is much less 
reported.47 While the PRC’s foreign policy is likely to take 
a more assertive approach, as also evidenced by Xi’s new 
24-character mantra mentioned above, toward the EU 
the door to diplomacy and compromise should remain 
open – without “dancing with wolves.” It is in this vein 
that we have to understand the new slogan Xi Jinping 
introduced on March 15, “Global Civilization Initiative,”48 
which is concerned with maintaining the interlinked state 
of the globalized world.49

Starting with the Song dynasty’s centralization of 
power and oscillation between ideological orthodoxy 
and economy reality, historical examples in China have 
proven that, in the end, economy trumps ideology. Also 
today, it appears that, for China, ideology is ideology; 
politics is politics; and business is business. Rather than 
running the risk that the PRC fully aligns with Russia – 

while unlikely, narratives, it should be remembered, 
still have the fearsome power to become self-fulfilling 
prophecies – and in the knowledge that, referring to the 
2019 document “EU – China. A strategic outlook,”50 China 
appears to want to be an economic partner for the EU, it 
is now up to the EU and its member states to, in a spirit of 

‘principled pragmatism’ choose between the ideological 
cup of rivalry, or the economic cup of partnership where 
necessary and competition when pressed. The two cups 
of ideology and economy are still on the table – at least for 
the time being. A famous Chinese saying goes that “Tea 
turns cold when people move away;”51 Brussels should 
play a role in ensuring Xi’s economic cup is kept warm(er).
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