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RES-000-22-0727 — How to be a Good Communist in
Reform-Era China: Moulding the Agents of the State

This research examines how, despite its official separation from the government under
China’s reform programme, the Chinese Communist Party uses the training of
officials, (cadres), as its principal way of retaining control over public institutions.
Describing its main features and functions, the study concludes that imparting key
professional skills is a form of socialization which reinforces the CCP’s leading role.

Key Findings

The function of cadre training

Cadre training is one of the main ways that the Chinese Communist Party
retains control over state institutions including the government, the judiciary,
public services and state-owned enterprises.

Cadre training is a form of socialization which fosters a feeling among cadres
that they are special, and belong to a group from which most people are
excluded.

The aim of cadre training is to both foster trainees’ political allegiance to the
Party and teach the modern management skills demanded by China’s
increasingly complex economy and society.

The nature of cadre training

While the main aim of the training is to bring cadres’ work into line with
demands from the centre, at local level training schools are given considerable
freedom to tailor their courses to local conditions.

The opportunity to mix with and learn from fellow students is as important a
part of the training as the formal content of the curriculum.

Students’ responses to cadre training

A range of opinions about the quality of cadre training were expressed by
students, from those who judged it ‘useless’ to those who considered it making
a very positive contribution to their careers.

While no students questioned the value of the ideological elements of the
training, ideology featured as a pragmatic tool for doing the job rather than the
product of deeply-held personal beliefs.
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e Students often highlighted the limits of cadre training, complaining that the
teaching did not relate sufficiently to the practical problems they faced in their
jobs.

About the Study

The project was carried out by Dr Frank Pieke at the Institute for Chinese Studies at
the University of Oxford. It involved fieldwork at provincial and lower-level party
schools in Yunnan province in 2005 and, during 2006 and 2007, at communist party
training schools and universities in Beijing. In addition to extensive documentary
analysis, a total of 96 interviews, which were fully transcribed in Chinese, were
conducted with students, teachers and administrators, along with state and communist
party officials. Observation of teaching and participation in student life were also
important parts of the research.
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1. Purpose of the project

In view of the strengthening and increasing sophistication of the Chinese state, our
understanding of the direction of the development of Chinese society needs to be
explicitly informed by research on the changes taking place within the Chinese state
itself: anthropologists and other social scientists should treat the party-state as a separate
object of research. We should not stop at studying the state in society, but treat the state
as part of society. This methodological move means that we have to get a grip on the
state’s mode of reproduction and the changes therein.

The Chinese state’s mode of reproduction revolves crucially around the role of the
Chinese Communist Party (CCP), which continues to suffuse the entire state apparatus,
providing it with leadership, purpose and strategy, coordination, and its ultimate raison
d’etre. Indeed, to the party itself the government is simply its main, albeit not sole,
instrument of governance in Chinese society. Despite much official rhetoric about the
separation of party and state, both structural and practical arrangements of governance
continue to be informed by Leninist principles that assign to the Party the status of
prime and unchallengeable driver of governmental processes. Quite intentionally, exactly
where the party stops and government begins remains anybody’s guess.

The party has a range of tools at its disposal to maintain its grip over government, but
the key component of continued Leninist supervision is its control over the careers of
the officials (“cadres”) that populate the government, public services, state-owned
enterprises, the judiciary, the arms of representative government (people’s congresses
and political consultative conferences) and indeed the party apparatus itself. The party’s
management of cadres (dang guan ganbu) gives the party the ultimate decision-making
power across the institutions of formal governance. To the party itself, this principle is
the final guarantee that the party will continue to be unchallengeable as China’s ruling

party.

However, it would be incorrect to assume that continued Leninist supervision over the
cadre system means that China’s political system is impervious to change, and that this
form of governance will ultimately be found wanting when confronted with the ever-
increasing challenges of what the CCP itself refers to with the shorthand formula of
“market reform and opening up to the outside world.” This issue cuts in fact much
deeper than that. In the last twenty-five years, Chinese society has developed at an
extraordinary speed. Many issues and problems have emerged as a result, but on the
whole the real miracle has been that the CCP has maintained a remarkable stability and
direction in China despite many fundamental changes.
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From this follows that, if we want to understand the changes in China, we also have to
understand the changes that have taken place within the CCP itself. This in turn puts
research on the CCP’s control of the cadre system, its foremost instrument of rule, at the
heart of research on China’s reform programme as a whole. In my research on Chinese
cadre training reported on here I tackle these questions by interrogating the efforts to
standardize, modernize and sanitize the practice and ethos of administration. My research
on what we could call the bureaucratization of the Chinese bureaucracy focuses on the
reform of the cadre system (the training, appointment, evaluation, promotion and
dismissal of government and party officials and locally elected or appointed leaders), and,
more specifically, the education, training and qualification that is intended to raise the
“quality” (s#zhi) of such cadres.

I chose this aspect of the reform of the cadre system, because in cadre training the higher
levels of the party-state exercise their influence on their personnel at lower levels in the
most direct, explicit, systematic and concerted way. Furthermore, in cadre training the
three main prongs of administrative reform, institutional change, ideological innovation
and administrative practice, meet most directly. Finally, cadre training may appear to be a
dull Maoist backwater best left to the ideological hacks that supposedly instil sterile
ideological messages on those that are paid to pretend to believe anyway. However, in
reality, cadre training actually is rapidly moving and actively debated policy area that put
some of the fundamental issues and choices that confront the party in especially sharp
relief.

2. Execution of the research and follow-up

The ESRC grant enabled me to carry out extensive fieldwork at the provincial party
school ¢um school of public administration in Kunming in 2005. This visit completed my
research at the same site started in 2004 with a Nuffield foundation grant. During these
visits I spent most of my time interviewing school administrators, teachers and students,
observing lectures and even one seminar class and as much as possible participating in
student life. I also interviewed provincial and prefectural officials involved in cadre
training and personnel management.

In 2006 and 2007, I carried out the second stage of fieldwork in Beijing. Although I was
unable to negotiate full access, I succeeded in carrying out a range of interviews with
students, staff and teachers at the Central Party School, the National School of
Administration, the Beijing Party School and with officials of the Party’s Central
Organization Department. I also interviewed teachers and staff at People’s University,
Peking University and Tsinghua University that are all heavily involved in non-political
cadre training. This fieldwork yielded material on the production of orthodox ideology at
the centre of power in Beijing. I also used the opportunity further to inform myself on
the most recent debates and changes regarding cadre training and cadre management,
changes that are now quickly having an effect in party schools across China. Finally and
most importantly, I gained insight in the daily realities and organization of cadre training
at the Centre. The whole project yielded 96 interviews that were fully transcribed in
Chinese.

In 2005, the ESRC grant also co-funded a conference in Oxford on “Trajectories of
socialism in Asia.” The conference aimed to fill this void through ethnographies of
socialism that will help ground the diverse experiences and accounts of socialism into a
wider comparative and theoretical context. Socialism may no longer be the strongly
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internationalist movement that it once was, but as a governmental or revolutionary
ideology it continues to be informed by socialist experiences in other countries. For
instance, China’s increasingly technocratic reform socialism cannot be understood
without reference to the failure of the postsocialist states of the former Soviet Union.
Nepal’s revolutionary socialism describes itself as Maoist, inviting both comparison with
Maoist revolutionary and governmental practice in China itself, and a critical evaluation
on the basis of China’s own rejection of Maoism. The discussions at the conference
revealed the potential of research on socialism as a lived-in reality in Asia, and provided a
highly valuable comparative and theoretical framework for my own project on cadre
training in late socialist China.

3. Activities, ontputs and impact

The conference “Trajectories of socialism in Asia” established a firm network of
academic contacts and initial framework for the project. Originally, the intention was to
publish the best papers from the conference as a book, but in the end I was unable to get
enough quality papers on South Asia (Nepal, India) together to make this a viable
proposition.

Papers reporting on some of the findings of the project were presented at the meetings
of the American Anthropological Association in 2006 and 2007, and as invited lectures at
Tsinghua University in Beijing (2007), Cambridge (2007) and St Andrews (2000).

Further conference presentations or lectures have been agreed for in 2008 in
Amsterdam, Cambridge and Manchester. In March 2008, a presentation of the project’s
findings will be given at the seminar at the Foreign & Commonwealth Office organized
by the HEFCE/ESRC/AHRC-funded British Inter-university China Centre (BICC), of
which the PI is the director. A monograph will be submitted to Stanford University Press
in December 2008, and an article will be submitted to The China Quarterly in May 2008. A
second article will be included in a special issue on contemporary China of Socia/
Anthropology that the PI has been commissioned to edit.

The full, anonymized transcriptions in Chinese of the project interviews have been
lodged with the ESRC Qualidata archive.

4. Main findings
1. The evolution of the institutional framework for cadre training

Cadre training is at the very core of the CCP’s tradition of revolutionary governance, and
the existence of a well-developed system of cadre schools and other training facilities
dates back to before the Yan’an period of the late 1930 and eatly 1940s. Party schools
had suffered badly during the Cultural Revolution, and many had in fact re-opened their
doors only in the late 1970s. In 1982 and 1983, the Centre issued several documents that
aimed to put things in order, and as a result the contours of the role of party schools in
the effort to “establish a cadre corps that is more revolutionary, younger, more
knowledgeable and more specialized.”

The standing of cadre training and party schools changed greatly from 1989 onward. The

“turmoil” of that year and its violent repression served as an important wake-up call to
the Chinese leadership. After the crackdown, the party leadership was very quick with
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formulating a strategy to avoid a repetition of events in the future. While reaffirming the
general economic policy of market reform and opening up to the world, it was also
acknowledged that socialism needed to be put on a solid footing through administrative
reform, party building and political education. Party schools were to become a
cornerstone of this new strategy, they had “to become the furnace in which the
strengthening of cadres’ party spirit is forged.” Party schools were to be the party’s
principal ideological and policy think tanks, and were encouraged to seek greater
autonomy in carrying out their work. Party schools were to become the sanitized and
modernized exterior of party rule, a symbol and promise of the party’s new confidence
that continued market reform would deliver not a capitalist, but a bright socialist future.

In the 1980s and 1990s the regulatory framework was put in place for the standardization
and systemization of cadre training. The 1990s also saw the establishment or
strengthening of the institutions that were supposed to deliver this training. However,
cadre training only became an important priority in the 2000 in the run-up to the
transition of power to the “fourth generation” of leaders around Hu Jintao, when the
party started in earnest to put its money where it mouth was. Salaries of staff in party
schools were brought in line with those in regular universities. Investments were made to
upgrade of the facilities for students and staff, and to meet the financial needs to
modernize teaching and research, including the use of information technology to enable
distance learning throughout the party schools system.

Even more recently (2004-2000) a series of new initiatives have seen the light of day as
part of a further drive to strengthen the party and its leading role. In the new era, the
CCP leadership tends to react to priority issues and problems largely by strengthening
central institutions, spending more money at the central level and centralizing control
over policy making and implementation. Cadre training is no exception: strengthening
the ideological and administrative “quality” of cadres is reduced to a governmental
problem than requires the right application of technocratic solutions. The common
thread that runs through the initiatives and exhortations of recent years is a clear
impatience, if not frustration with the conventional methods and institutions of cadre
training. Even today, a proper understanding of ideological orthodoxy obviously remains
paramount in cadre training, both to ensure that cadres continue to submit to Leninist
party discipline and as an instrument in the fight against corruption. However, training
should also equip cadres with the ability to deal flexibly with complex issues, apply their
knowledge creatively and independently, and accept that continuous learning is a normal
part of their work. In other words, the professional training that cadre training has to
supply is no longer limited to the specific skills (English, computer use) and specialist
knowledge of the 1990s, but calls for a completely different management style. In order
to become the “ruling party” that the Communist party now wants to be, the party also
has to become a “learning party” (xwexixing ghengdang), and cadre training and research at
party schools should contribute to the party’s “ruling capacity” (dang de 3hizheng nengli)
that draws on core social science disciplines. In other words, the party wants to have its
cake and eat it. Cadres continue to be bound by the ideology and practice prescribed by
Leninist party discipline, but should also become modern, competent managers of
increasingly complex organizations.

The initiative in the developments after 2002 is clearly in the hands of the Centre
(including the Central Party School) and a very few model regional party schools, such as
the ones in Shanghai and Shenzhen, that are closely associated with the centre. In 2003,
the centre decided to establish and fully fund three completely new, high profile cadre
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academies (ganbu xueynan, translated at “executive leadership academies”). Also in 2003,
the State Council approved of the first Master of Public Administration programme
(MPA) in China to be taught jointly at the National School of Administration and Beijing
University. Other MPA programmes elsewhere have followed since. These initiatives
were clearly designed to deliver the new kind of cadres that conventional party education
and training had proven unable to produce, and took their cue explicitly from the
educational programmes offered at foreign business schools and schools of
administration.

The conventional programmes of cadre education and training themselves are also
directly targeted for reform. To this aim, in March 2006 a new central document was
promulgated, the Trial regulations on cadre education and training work, that breaks important
new ground in the field of cadre training. The new T7ia/ regulations contain much that is
familiar, but perhaps even more that is not. Overall, the Trail regulations express the
Centre’s disquiet over the lack of fundamental change and formalize a development that
was already well underway: the emergence of a market in many aspects of cadre training.
Obviously, the T7ial regulations continue to emphasize the unique function of the party
schools, schools of administration and the new central cadre schools, as is the leading
role of the organization departments in carrying out the overall annual plans for cadre
training in their jurisdiction. They continue to be the main providers of the three-month
long full-time training classes that leading cadres of county level and above at least once
every five years have to attend. However, very importantly, their monopoly on this
training is no longer unchallenged: for the first time it is also permitted that such training
be given by other institutions that have been recognized by the responsible organization
department or personnel bureau. Furthermore, it is recognized that beyond the
ideological and theoretical foundation that such training provides, the requirements of
the job for individual cadres may be very different, and cadre training should cater
flexibly and effectively for these individual training needs in ways that party schools and
schools of administration are ill-equipped to do.

Cadre education and training is a reform programme that continues to develop in a
manner that is beginning to be more similar to other reforms, for instance those of state
enterprises and public services. The endorsement of “orderly competition” gives market
forces an important role right at the deepest core of Leninist governance: the party’s grip
over its own cadres. Clearly, this is not uncontentious, and which explains why the centre
at the same time spends increasingly large sums on the very institutions (party schools,
cadre academies, schools of administration) whose monopoly is being challenged. We
can only guess at the political machinations in Zhongnanhai that lie behind the
complexities in this area, but in a way they matter less than what actually happens with
cadre training in the field. The daily realities of cadre training are not simply determined
by the policy pronouncements at the top. Like in many other areas of reform, local
realities are in many ways quite often ahead of these and in fact function as an important
driver of further reform policies.

2. Teaching and learning at party schools

Training courses for leading cadres might be expected to be taught on the basis of strictly
regimented curricula, set at the centre and faithfully copied across China. In actual fact,
quite the opposite is the case. Although the main mission of training remains “unifying
thought™ (fongyi sixiang) — i.e. to bring cadres’ work across the administration in line with
Central demands — local party schools are nevertheless proud of their own training
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courses and are given considerable leeway to teach them as they think best suits local
conditions. The objective of training courses is not to teach a dead curriculum or to
prepare students for examination, but better to prepare cadres to carry out their job in a
way that both conforms to central priorities and is in tune with local conditions. Cadres
are leaders of important organizations, and the party in its training recognizes that they
have to be trusted with very considerable freedom.

The contents of what is taught in short-term training classes can best be described as a
hybrid that reflects the ambiguities and contradictions of the Chinese administration.
Lower-level schools are not directly subjected to a command relationship, yet undeniably
work very closely together with higher-level schools. Yet both general political content
and more applied aspects of the curriculum are infused with the need to explain and
impose orthodoxy and uniformity. Teachers at local schools base their lecture notes and
teaching materials in large part on their understanding of central documents and teaching
materials at higher-level schools, usually simply by checking the website of these schools
and reading their publications. Frequent meetings of school administrators ensure that
central preferences are followed across the system and that policy initiatives at the centre
remain in tune with developments in the localities. Teachers from higher-level schools
are also regularly invited for guest lectures in lower-level schools. In the case of lecturers
from the Centre lecturing at Yunnan Provincial School, the audience often consists of
teachers at local party schools from all around the province.

Among student-cadres in party schools a range of opinions on cadre training was
represented. A few informants thought that the training they received at party schools
was useless, often because they were not fully committed to their official duties anyway,
ot because they very frequently had been through many similar training classes in the
past, or else because they attended a course at a local school with bad or uninteresting
classes. At the other extreme were those informants who just had been promoted to their
first leading cadre position. They tended to be extremely positive about their training,
valuing in equal measure the professional skills that they were given (particularly
computer use) and the “theoretical” parts of the curriculum: their eagerness to become a
good cadre translated effortlessly into a desire to immerse themselves into the policies,
laws and ideology that together constitute the “theory” of cadre training curricula.

None of the informants questioned the importance and use of ideological knowledge in
itself. They all believed strongly in the necessity to study ideology in order to build their
“party spirit”’; at the same time, they not necessarily treated this ideology as something
that they had to believe in at a fundamental and deeply personal level. Time and again,
ideology was presented as useful and important. Ideology was knowledge that had to be
studied, understood and learned in order to do their job in the way that the party
expected and demanded. In other words, “theory” in the context of cadre training and
administrative work is an adaptable framework of ideas that guides the generation of
bureaucratic action. Theory is a pragmatic and organizational ideology that is neither
simply learned theoretical knowledge nor a deeply felt belief or set of cultural
assumptions. In this context discussions about the truth or falsehood of this ideology
were completely pointless. Leading cadres are professionals who are paid to believe the
most recent version of the party’s orthodoxy as far as it is necessary to understand and
produce the language of the administration and to carry out their job according to the
wishes and desires of “higher levels.” The pragmatic quality of ideology often revealed
itself in the remarkably bland statements informants came up with when they were asked
about what the party’s ideology meant for them personally. Yet this is not to say that
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ideology is therefore unimportant. The emphasis on learning and knowledge in official
discourse as the key to responsible and modern rule had spilled over in my informants’
attitude to the education or training they received at party schools. Indeed, the value of
knowledge has become so deeply ingrained in China’s cadres that almost all informants
expressed the need and relevance of education and training, not only to gain promotions
ot to understand central policy and ideological developments, but also genuinely in order
to do their job better. Central stock phrases were routinely invoked to express the hope
and expectation that education and training would help them deal more “scientifically”
with the often intractable problems of local administration.

However, quite often cadres were more than a little impatient with the limits of party
training. It was often felt that many teachers had little to say about the practical aspects
of leadership and administration, and often could not sufficiently relate the contents of a
lecture to the issues and problems that their students would have to face again after
returning to their job. However, this problem had just as much to do with the very
nature of party training. Despite the profession of the unity of theory and practice, cadre
training first and foremost remained a matter of the transmission and imposition of
orthodoxy. Teachers are under constant scrutiny by a hierarchy of party institutions that
start with the school’s educational affairs bureau and ultimately end with the Politburo in
Peking: they simply cannot stray from the party line in their recommendations and
suggestions.

Yet training at a party school is not only valuable because of the formal teaching
provided. Indeed, many informants mentioned that the opportunity to mix with a variety
of other cadres was equally as important. Trainees value the opportunity for formal and
informal discussions with other students, and learning from each other is often more
important than learning from teachers. Formal discussions take place regularly, usually at
least once a week in the afternoon when there are no lectures, by the groups (z#) that
make up a class (ban). Classes and groups play an important role in the life of students at
the party school. Each class has assigned to it a teacher who acts as the head of class (ban
Zhuren). By contrast, the head of a group is one of the students and the events organized
by the group have to do as much with formal learning as leisure activities, such as sports
matches, trips, or simply just meals outside the school. Very importantly, the classes and
groups coincide with the temporary party branches and small groups that tie all party
members among the students into the party hierarchy under the school’s party
committee. The branches and groups play a role in study and leisure activities, and in
party organizational and investigation work. From the students’ perspective, the blending
of the formal and informal in the functioning of temporary party branches and groups
adds an important dimension to party membership. This becomes immediately visible
with the very few students who happen not to be party members and cannot therefore
participate in the school’s social life as fully as the others, driving home the message that
party membership is important if one wants to be a fully functioning member of the
administration. At the party school, cadres learn (again) that the party is more than a
professional organization, but is a way of life that quite deliberately blurs the distinction
between the public and the private.

With the exception of just a very few students, all informants reported having an
extensive network of acquaintances among their fellow students. Even more important
than the social activities organized by classes and party branches are the many forms of
socializing that take place outside formal settings. Socializing with people outside one’s
class often takes place on the basis of common area of origin or ethnicity. In at least one
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case, these networks had attained a considerable degree of formality. Networks and social
activities on the basis of common origin at the school play an important role in
reinforcing and extending the hierarchically embedded communities of cadres that are an
important component of the CCP’s mode of governance at the local level. Their
functionality is likely the reason that such networks and activities are tolerated at party
schools. Although area of origin and ethnicity are accepted aspects of social life at
school, the party also remains concerned that their role might undermine the solidarity of
all cadres and the role of the party as the core of cadre identity. Cadres should remain
principally party cadres and not become local leaders with an independent power base.
Activities of party branches are therefore promoted. In fact, at the Yunnan Provincial
Party School it was formally forbidden to organize sports teams on the basis of ethnicity.
Party branches were the preferred principle in setting up teams, although sometimes
teams were drawn from students from the same area of origin.

Study or training at the party school is a valuable opportunity to socialize with people
from other areas as much as one’s own area. These people may not be immediately
relevant to one’s work now, but could become important contacts after a future
promotion and appointment at a higher level. This aspect of cadre training is brought out
in especially sharp relief at smaller local party schools where the quality and relevance of
instruction often leaves something to be desired. At the end of the day, at all schools
cadres attend the short term training because they have to, whether or not they
appreciate the training they receive. Even at the worst schools cadres pick up important
updates on current policies and legislation, and often gain from the discussions in class.
They may also very well gain from training in certain skills, in particular the use of
computers. However, like with so many other courses and schools around the world, the
most important gains of education are not in the curriculum, but in the experience. Cadre
training is an experiental realization of cadres’ belonging to the party or state apparatus.
It is thus a form of socialization and an exercise in community formation in which even
boredom and wasted time serve a function: it makes cadres feel they are different, set
apart from the public, and are special in their belonging to something most people are
excluded from, and the relationships formed during training are an important lubricant
of the administrative system. Non-vocational political training is especially well suited for
this, because only here cadres meet others that are not normally employed in their own
specialized area. In this sense, the lack of substance and generality of ideological training
allows cadres from across the administration to meet, live, work, eat and drink together.

Viewed from this angle, party schools are much more than the austere guardians of
ideological orthodoxy and party discipline. Party schools are, in fact, rather similar to
households. In households, the materiality, co-residence and commensality of daily
interaction not simply reflect but actually produce kinship relations. Similarly, cadre
training at party schools reinforces and generates the formal structures of the party and
government. Ideological training gives cadres a common language, a set of tasks and
most importantly, lots of free time together, facilitating the growth of informal
communities of cadres that shape cadre careers and lubricate the functioning of the
institutions of governance.
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