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1. Introduction


The June 17, 2000 edition of the British news magazine The Economist provides early Western media coverage of Jiang Zemin’s theory of the “Three Represents.”
  Assuming a mocking tone, the magazine ridicules the theory as “an overblown propaganda campaign” aimed at defining Jiang as visionary leader on the level of Mao Zedong and Deng Xiaoping. The magazine notes that the theory, which contends that the Chinese Communist Party must always represent the development needs of China’s advanced productive forces, the progressive direction of China’s advanced culture and the fundamental interests of the largest number of Chinese people, had only found support from party officials looking for promotions and did not resonate with common Chinese people. The Three Represents, we are led to believe, was nothing more than a showpiece for Jiang’s legacy and a loyalty test for cadres seeking to advance their careers.


Critical coverage of the Three Represents is not limited to The Economist, or to the Western media for that matter. Indeed, Jiang’s theory has been censured and questioned by Chinese figures and even official Party documents. But are these criticisms supported by more than appearance of plausibility? In other words, how much truth is there to the claim that Jiang issued the Three Represents simply as a self-aggrandizing effort to gain historical status? Is the theory itself a mere slogan that Party members endorsed to benefit their employment, or is there something inherently meaningful in its instructions to the Party? More generally, what do the circumstances surrounding the theory’s announcement and acceptance tell us about the role of ideology in contemporary Chinese politics? This essay attempts to shed new light on the Three Represents and answer these questions.

2. History and Criticisms of Jiang’s Three Represents


Jiang launched the so-called “Important Thought of the Three Represents” in February 2000 during an inspection of Guangdong province, and reiterated the theory again in May that year. The following summer, Jiang proclaimed the Three Represents in a long speech at the 80th anniversary of the Party’s founding on July 1, 2001. In the July 1 speech, Jiang repeated that the Party must unswervingly carry out the Three Represents’ requirements, and elaborated that adherence to the theory implied the Party’s opening membership to “the founders and technicians of private technology firms, administrative technicians employed at foreign-funded firms, the self-employed, entrepreneurs, professional agents, and professional freelancers.”
 The Three Represents was endorsed at the sixth plenary session of the 15th Central Committee in September 2001 and written into the Party Constitution at the 16th Party Congress in November 2002. In March 2004, at the second session of the 10th National People’s Congress, the theory was enshrined into the Constitution of the People’s Republic of China.


While the steady ascendancy of the Three Represents suggests that it was widely accepted within the Party, in fact the theory met with a certain amount of criticism along the course of its enunciation. Incidentally, it was not the first of Jiang’s theories to be disparaged. In late 1998, Jiang presented the Politburo with the “Three Stresses” theory emphasizing political fidelity, moral uprightness, and the study of Party documents and ideology. The Three Stresses was greeted lukewarmly by Premier Zhu Rongji and NPC Chairman Li Peng, while the party elders Qiao Shi and Deng Liqun denigrated the theory as a maneuver by Jiang to establish personal authority.


As the above-cited coverage by The Economist exemplifies, the Three Represents was quickly dismissed abroad as Jiang’s awkward sounding attempt to foster his legacy and measure the loyalty of the cadres beneath him. In China, the theory was notably criticized after Jiang’s July 1 Party Day speech. Perhaps the strongest criticism of the theory came from Deng Liqun, a conservative ideologue whose “10,000 character open letter” personally accused Jiang of both engaging in a “cult of personality” and failing to address the gap between China’s rich and poor. Even harsher was Deng’s further charge that Jiang broke with the Party’s charter and delivered the speech in his own name.


In the following summer before the 16th Party Congress, Bao Tong, a former speech writer for Zhao Ziyang and director of the CCP Central Committee’s Office of Political Reform, also denounced the Three Represents. Although a dissident whose perspective on the Party differs widely from the orthodox view of Deng Liqun, Bao made a similarly populist remark that Jiang’s leadership did not serve Chinese peasants and workers.
 According to Bao, the claim of the Three Represents to represent the greatest number of people, advanced culture, and advanced productive forces was hollow, untrue, and a synonym for collusion between government and commercial enterprise.


Criticism of the Three Represents did not end when the theory was enshrined into the Party Constitution at the 16th Party Congress in November 2002. The 2003 Chinese Communist Party Yearbook describes the inclusion of the Three Represents as the greatest revision to the Party’s Constitution since the 12th Party Congress, which inserted language into the Constitution supporting Deng Xiaoping’s vision of modernization. Yet the Yearbook also records the detachment of the theory from Jiang, noting that while the revised Party Constitution declared Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory and the Three Represents to be the Party’s guiding principles, the Three Represents was officially a product of the Party’s collective wisdom, not Jiang himself.


Besides pointing out the disassociation of the theory from Jiang, the Yearbook explains that the adoption of the Three Represents entails the Party’s acceptance of membership applications by “advanced elements” (xianjin fenzi) from groups outside the party’s usual membership base of workers, farmers, soldiers, government officials, and intellectuals. The Yearbook remarks that these “advanced elements” include the entrepreneurs, professional agents, and self-employed to whom Jiang referred in his Party Day speech. But while the Yearbook asserts that their incorporation will broaden the party’s mass base, it warns that this membership expansion has “severely muddled” (yanzhong hutu) the Party’s class distinctions. Though never using the precise word “capitalists” to describe the newly allowed “advanced elements,” the Yearbook openly doubts the Party’s ability to stand for the interests of the proletariat if it adheres to the Three Represents.


In addition to these criticisms, there has been speculation that Jiang was not even the theory’s author. A critical biography of Jiang published in 2005 posits that the theory’s true originator was Wang Huning, a young academic at Fudan University whose papers Jiang had read while the latter was mayor of Shanghai, and who in 1995 became deputy director of the party’s Central Policy Research Center.
 Bo Zhiyue, a scholar of Chinese politics, has also written that Wang is likely responsible for the Three Represents.

3. Reassessment of the Three Represents


Substantial amount of criticism has been directed at the Three Represents.  But when seen in the context of China’s political and economic developments at the turn of the twenty-first century, the theory seems to have more significance than a self-important slogan. As Joseph Fewsmith argues, four factors shaped political change in China during this period: generational change, economic development and differentiation, memory of the Tiananmen Square incident, and different domestic and international political environments.
 When the message of the Three Represents is evaluated against the background of these four developments, it appears to have been a sincere and perhaps even insightful directive for Party policy.


First, by the dawn of the twenty-first century, the influence of the revolutionary generation was in decline. Though a few elders such as Wan Li, Liu Huaqing, and Song Ping remained alive and involved in politics, command of the Party had passed to technocrats such as Jiang who were not as ideologically driven as their predecessors and who were more concerned with solving the immediate problems facing China.
 As Gang Lin asserts, communism was not a genuine goal of Party leaders in the post-Mao era, when the legitimacy of the Party shifted from ideological purity to governing competence in accordance with Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms.
 With the passing of the first generation, party legitimacy was derived from adherence to procedures rather than revolutionary credentials. Jiang’s Party Day speech, which emphasized that the Three Represents requires the party to continuously intensify its “ruling discipline” (zhizheng de guilu), shows that Jiang both recognized and supported the Party’s transformation from a revolutionary to a ruling party that no longer dwelled on class struggle.
 Furthermore, the speech’s call for younger and better-educated cadres demonstrates Jiang’s concern that the Party’s human resources could meet the challenges of this transformation.


Second, since the mid nineties, China’s private economy has experienced tremendous growth. Town and village enterprises have been largely privatized and are no longer creating jobs, with the result there are many more people employed in the private sector.
 Additionally, the rise of high technology and the knowledge economy mean that the definition of “workers” has needed updating. The Three Represents theoretically captures the expansion and differentiation of China’s working class, noting that modern industries are no longer limited to traditional manufacturing, and now include technology, knowledge, and education.
 Also, given that the party had already been admitting entrepreneurs, the Party Day speech simply brought party rhetoric closer to reality by allowing for members from the private sector.
 In fact, as John Wong and Zheng Yongnian point out, most of China’s entrepreneurs are not true entrepreneurs in the Schumpeterian sense but ordinary businessmen. While formally extending party membership to these “red capitalists” may not have been necessary for the Party’s survival, their sheer numbers in contemporary Chinese society make their inclusion by the Three Represents a prudent move for the Party’s attempt to remain China’s dominant political organization.


Third, in the wake of the Tiananmen Square incident, the Party leadership has placed a premium on social stability as it tries to carry out economic reform that separate enterprises from the government. The Three Represents, while defining a course for Party behavior to achieve this goal, stops well short of advocating political reform that could invite large-scale criticism of the Party and upset its control over the development process. It is notable that the theory advocates the Party’s representing the fundamental interests of the people, but does not say that the Party should become a “party of the whole people” (quanmindang).
 Being a party of the whole people would imply the Party working for various and potentially conflicting interests. Instead, the theory states that cadres should pay attention to the masses’ concerns and earnestly plan for their employment and lives.
 In other words, it is the Party that knows best for the Chinese people. The Three Represents insinuates the belief that benevolent authoritarianism by the Party is the optimal form of rule for keeping the country’s economic reforms smoothly on track.


Fourth, developments in the domestic and international environment in the nineties and beginning of the new century necessitated the Party’s response. The negative results of “shock therapy” on Russia, as well as worries about the effects of China’s entry into the WTO, caused some Chinese intellectuals to worry about the impact of the international capitalist order and other forms of Western cultural “hegemony” on China. Moreover, as China’s relationship with America became tenser and occasionally hostile, harsh criticism by some in America, and especially American opposition to Beijing’s 2000 Olympic bid, stirred nationalism among many Chinese.
 In this context, the content of the Three Represents, particularly its declaration that the Party represent China’s advanced culture, was calculated to earn people’s respect for the Party. According to an essay about the Three Represents published in late 2002 by Party scholars at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, Chinese culture faces assorted foreign and domestic threats: the domination of the international order by Western values; the loss of Chinese talent to foreign countries and companies through globalization; the destruction of Chinese national consciousness due to international economic organizations and the internationalization of the flow of capital; the effect of commoditization on thought and culture; and the failure to build up Chinese culture.
 By pledging that the Party will uphold China’s cultural propriety in the face of these challenges, the Three Represents appears to be a timely idea that addressed intellectuals’ concerns about recent events both in China and abroad.


As the theory’s responsiveness to these four developments shows, the Three Represents was not only attuned to the current issues affecting Chinese politics. It was also an interpretation of the Party’s self-interest at a particular juncture in its history. Though the Three Represents has been criticized as Jiang’s aspiration for a “cult of personality” and condemned for failing to serve Chinese peasants and laborers, the fact remains that the theory appears to account for the significant factors influencing the Party’s rule at the start of the twenty-first century. For this reason, as the Party’s leader, Jiang can be said to have substantial justification for issuing it.


But Jiang also had his own reason for urging the Three Represents. Incidentally, Jiang’s reason had nothing to do with his conviction as a communist. As Bruce Gilley describes in his biography of Jiang, the leader of the third generation was “a pragmatic Marxist” who displayed liberal economic instincts, such as when, as mayor of Shanghai, he helped establish the Sheraton, allotted land for the Shanghai Hilton, and built a golf course in Shanghai with Prescott Bush, the uncle of former U.S. president George W. Bush. Jiang may have been a social conservative with a paternalistic view of the roles of the Party and government, but he was not a hard-line Marxist.


Rather, Jiang’s motivation stemmed from his desire to distinguish his leadership from that of his predecessors, namely Mao and Deng.
 Though Jiang insisted in his Party Day speech that upholding the Three Represents was as important for the Party as upholding Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong thought, and Deng Xiaoping theory, he also called his theory a creative development on Marxism, presumably one that was more relevant to the current conditions then facing the Party.
 By stressing the innovativeness and contemporariness of the Three Represents, Jiang sought to make himself the primary authority on the Party’s twenty-first century transformation, thereby strengthening his leadership while simultaneously weakening his political opponents. 


When the impetus behind the Three Represents is viewed in light of both developments in China’s political scene and Jiang’s strategic interests as a politician, the matter of the theory’s authorship appears quite insignificant. Whether it was composed by Jiang, Wang Huning, or a third party, what is important is that the Three Represents was precisely formulated to account for specific problems facing the Party, and that Jiang ultimately announced the theory as if it were his own. If we are to believe Hu Jintao, Jiang personally spent a substantial amount of time and energy thinking about the Party Day speech, which Jiang based on careful investigation of China’s domestic conditions, and on the lessons of success and failure of some political parties in the world, i.e., the fall of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the socialist parties of Eastern Europe. Over a period of perhaps two years, Jiang considered views from both inside and outside the Party and held a number of discussions with officials throughout China, before the Politburo and its Standing Committee finally discussed, revised, and determined the Party Day speech.
 Given the sensitivity that Jiang put into studying the factors addressed by the Three Represents, and the fact it was Jiang who personally announced the theory and publicly proved his association with it, the question of the theory’s ultimate authorship seems to be of very minor significance.


Furthermore, though the detachment of Jiang’s name from the Three Represents upon the theory’s enshrinement into the Party Constitution hints at Jiang’s diminished power, it should not suggest that Jiang’s influence has disappeared entirely. In his own Party Day speech on July 1, 2003, Hu Jintao acknowledged Jiang’s role in formulating the Three Represents. Hu then stated that the theory developed in three stages—February 2000 (when Jiang first declared it) to June 2001, July 2001 (Jiang’s Party Day speech) to November 2002, and November 2002 (the 16th Party Congress) to the present—thereby reemphasizing the evolutionary quality of the theory and granting himself latitude to develop it in the future.
 Nevertheless, Hu’s capacity to adapt the Three Represents does not mean that he can alter it entirely. Despite that Jiang is no longer the theory’s authoritative interpreter, Hu must still develop the Three Represents within the framework established by Jiang, much in the way that Jiang was forced to acknowledge the boundaries of Deng Xiaoping theory when he made the Three Represents.
 To do otherwise would damage Hu’s relationship with Jiang and Jiang’s supporters, quite possibly detracting from Hu’s authority as head of the Party. 

4. Conclusion: The Importance of the Important Thoughts


The strongly contextualized content of the Three Represents, as well as the political utility Jiang derived by issuing his own theory, tell us much about the nature of ideology in contemporary Chinese politics. As the relationship between the Three Represents and political and economic events shows, the theory was refined to target particular problems encountered by the Party at the turn of the twenty-first century. Though Jiang manifestly situated the Three Represents within the Marxist-Leninist tradition developed on by Mao and Deng, it is specific and different enough from its predecessors’ theories that it can be called an ideological shift to suit the times.


Though the Three Represents was criticized by some within the Party as a departure from the communist ideal of egalitarianism, it should be noted that opening the Party doors to entrepreneurs has not been the first ideological shift for the Party. Indeed, as Bo Zhiyue argues, Party ideology has seen dramatic shifts, including the rise of Mao thought during the communist revolution, the fall of Mao thought after Nikita Khrushchev’s 1956 speech denouncing Stalin’s personality cult, the revival of Mao thought in the Cultural Revolution, and Deng Xiaoping’s focus on economic reform and opening China to the outside world.
 Moreover, Winberg Chai points out that these shifts have never followed a strictly Marxist-Leninist interpretation of communism, despite that China’s rulers associate themselves with that interpretation.
 Rather, China’s leaders have adjusted Party ideology to China’s particular environmental conditions—for instance, Mao’s emphasis on the revolutionary potential of the peasantry—or a pragmatic view of what is best for the Party—Deng’s insistence on “seeking truth from facts” (shishi qiushi) as the philosophy to guide China’s modernization. In short, there seems reason to question whether Jia Hepeng’s assertion that the Party absorbs policy into its ideology should not be amended to say that the Party also absorbs ideology into its policy.


It should be mentioned here that although Jiang has been seen as an opportunist utilizing ideology to reinforce his authority and legacy, his Party Day speech explicating the Three Represents received the unanimous backing of the Politburo, and even the conservative NPC Standing Committee Chairman Li Peng endorsed the speech on the very day it was uttered.
 The high level of support evidences that the Party leadership readily accepted both the Three Represents’ program for Party policy in early twenty-first century China and its implicit deviation from Marxism-Leninism.


Importantly, this widespread enthusiasm about the theory (at least within the Party) would also seem to belie criticism that the Three Represents was only lauded by those cadres hoping to advance their careers. Yet, as we have seen with Hu Jintao, support for the theory was conditioned to an extent by political considerations. Hu was compelled to praise the Three Represents in order to gain Jiang’s cooperation after 2003, when Hu himself would become ruler. At the same time, he had to commend it in such a way that subtly weakened Jiang’s authority over the theory and left Hu with room to express his own ideas that would be an upgrade over Jiang’s earlier vision.


In conclusion, the implications of ideology for Chinese elite politics, in addition to the contemporary and protean nature of Party ideology, are two lessons to be drawn from Jiang’s Three Represents. Together, these lessons also give us a preview of future developments in Party ideology. Leaders will continue to issue ideologies because of their need to consolidate power and establish dominance over rivals. But their ideological programs will be constrained by the nominal limits of previous ideological frameworks. Also, with Mao and Deng-type all-powerful rulers gone from the Party, as the case of Jiang’s Three Represents illustrates, leaders will not have the authority to tie their names to their ideologies, suggesting that their ideologies will be adapted by their successors as is politically necessary.


As to the content of future ideologies, if Jiang’s Three Represents is any indication, China’s technocrat leaders are uninterested in abstract, internationalist doctrines such as Marxism-Leninism, and are more concerned with the Party’s ability to meet current challenges to the Party and the country. It would thus seem likely that their ideologies will deal with specific issues in the refinement of Party organization and procedure, as well as with objectivistic social issues such as health, anti-poverty, education, and the environment that are currently important but less politically controversial. Also, it seems possible if not probable that ideologies will continue to contain cultural themes appealing to Chinese nationalism, in order to shore up public support for the Party. As the Three Represents demonstrates, reassurance that the Party will protect Chinese culture may be a persuasive promise to those who are troubled by the effects of domestic and international developments on Chinese society.
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