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President Xi’s Prolonged Tenure After the Party Congress

The 20th Party Congress held by the Communist Party of China (CPC) marked one of the
most important events for China, as Chinese President Xi Jinping offered a blueprint of China’s
diplomatic visions and political agenda over the next five years and beyond. When Deng Xiaoping, the
former leader of the CPC, tried to standardize the transition of the political leadership within the
Politburo Standing Committee in the 1980s, he aimed to prevent a strongman from dominating the
domestic and foreign policy of China.! However, China has certainly entered a “new era” under
President Xi, as this Party Congress removed term limits for Xi’s tenure. In the meantime, there will
also be no significant political constraints on Xi’s leadership, as he begins a third term as the most
assertive leader in China.

President Xi has been dubbed “chairman of everything,” as he is in charge of economic,
diplomatic, military, and other major policies in China.? This policy analysis adapts the chairman title
of Xi, and it examines the interactions between Beijing’s conception of security and its foreign policy
initiative.> Xi is often depicted as the commander-in-chief that prioritizes people’s lives and welfare.

He offered a vision of the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation, while the Chinese government tightens
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its grip on all aspects of life. Specifically, Xi’s prolonged tenure and his redefinition of security will
probably serve as the most crucial legacy of the CPC, while China faces a new set of risks and
uncertainty in the years to come.

Based on the CPC’s official documents, media coverage, and recent scholarly works on
Chinese foreign policy, this report offers an in-depth analysis of how President Xi and the party
leadership interpret China’s security environment and the prospects of China’s foreign policy in Asia
and beyond. First, it highlights how the CPC’s wording in the 20th Party Congress document reflects
China’s growing sense of insecurity. Second, it examines how the official document indicates an
expansive scope and definition of security, as Beijing faces serious challenges at home and abroad.
This policy report discusses the implications and consequences of China’s foreign policy over the next
few years. Finally, it addresses Beijing’s policy stance toward Taiwan, and offers policy

recommendations for both Japan and Taiwan.

A Sense of Insecurity Under Xi

When compared to the more positive statements following the 19th Party Congress, the CPC
has revealed a mixed evaluation of China’s relations with the world.* For example, it points to
“emerging risks and challenges” for China. Even though President Xi aims to build a great, modern,
and socialist country, the party leadership possesses a rather negative assessment of China’s external
environment. The official language emphasizes “potential dangers” for China, and is cautions against
the “violent storms and choppy waters” ahead.

The official report from the CPC Party Congress claims that government officials ought to
safeguard the “leadership core” to address China’s external threats. Moreover, there is a section
dedicated to China’s national security and how the CPC can improve its social security and public
safety system.’ Steve Tsang, a China expert at SOAS, claimed that the unwavering power of Vladmir
Putin and Xi Jinping might easily lead to disastrous outcomes, as they both suffer from the strongman
syndrome.® Namely, they enjoy the highest level of authority but still feel insecure, because these
leaders know that any internal policy debates have been oppressed. An echo chamber has been formed
immediately in Xi’s inner circle, and the scope of policy options is going to be biased or, at best, limited.

More importantly, the repeated utterances of the term “security” reveal President Xi’s
underlying sense of insecurity. By warning that China may encounter both external and internal threats,
the official narrative attempts to legitimate Xi’s political leadership during this critical time. With
President Xi removing the terms limits for the CPC’s leadership, he can devote more efforts on
executing the foreign policy visions and the rejuvenation of the Chinese nation.” Specifically, Xi might

appoint more of his loyalists to key positions relating to national security and foreign policy, so that
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the Chinese bureaucracy could implement his agenda more effectively.® In terms of local governance,
President Xi has already appointed some of his political confidants to important regional positions,
such as the party secretaries of major cities like Beijing, Shanghai, and Chongqing.

Even though President Xi possesses more power in executing his preferred policies
domestically, focusing on security would likely create institutional vulnerability for the CPC.? Namely,
Xi has established a more personalistic model of government that undermines the power-sharing
mechanisms in the decision-making process. Such a concentration of authority implies greater risks
of legitimacy for President Xi if his policies fail to meet the Party’s agenda and the expectations from
the public.

Specifically, there are no mechanisms of checks-and-balances as President Xi begins his third
term, and therefore the top leadership might rally for his support and eliminate dissident voices. The
Covid-19 control policy already offers an example of how the lack of different views within the party
leadership has led to severe consequences for basic human rights and economic development.'® The
Chinese government could have imported Western-made vaccines rather than insisting on daily
administered Covid-19 tests. Instead, the zero-Covid policy and strictly enforced lockdowns from 2020
to 2022 come at a significant cost to China’s economic growth and individual freedom. Officials at the
local level have often imposed city or county-wide lockdowns and surveillance systems to demonstrate
their support for the government’s directives. The bandwagon dynamics reflect an over-compliance on
Xi’s agenda, and these officials are unable to modify the public health policies effectively according to
their local circumstances.!! President Xi remains committed to the zero-Covid policy even after the
20th Party Congress, and his constant testing and quarantine policies have already led to protests among
some angry citizens.!?

In December 2022, the Chinese government dismantled the costly zero-Covid policy and
relaxed most of the pandemic restrictions, such as mass testing, forced lockdowns, and centralized
quarantine. As of now, major cities throughout China are experiencing a surge of cases after the abrupt
shift of policy. However, Xi Jinping has continued to remain silent on the sudden change of pandemic
measures, as Xi previously staked his legitimacy on the zero-Covid policy.'* He also wanted to distance
himself from the severe consequences of the U-turn of Covid guideline, such as the increasing death
tolls, a shortage of medical supply, and the overwhelming of the healthcare system. Such a drastic
easing of restriction rendered the local government and the Chinese citizens unprepared, as there was
no prior warning from the top health authority. Public frustration from the zero-Covid policy and the
unprecedented wave of infections not only undermined Xi’s political prestige, but also led to a serious
blow to the credibility of the CPC.

Although the relaxation of Xi’s zero-Covid policy has led to a certain amount of confusion,

officials at the provincial level or higher might claim to actively support President Xi’s national security
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concept while securitizing their preferred policies locally to accept President Xi’s unparallel authority.
In the long run, the Chinese government might encounter institutional difficulties in setting the
priorities for tackling its top or most urgent security challenges. Moreover, Xi’s indefinite stay in power
increases political uncertainty in the future. It remains uncertain what the future leadership transition

in CPC looks like, or how President Xi will appoint his preferred candidate.

A Comprehensive Understanding of Security

A keyword search of Xi Jinping’s speech at the 20th Party Congress reveals that the term
security was associated with different issue areas, ranging from the national security system, security
in Hong Kong, energy security, food security, public security organs, biosecurity management, and
overseas security of the Chinese people. The overemphasis on security leads to an empirical inquiry on
how this concept has evolved and expanded under Xi.

This all-encompassing definition of security reflects the CPC’s long-held assessment of its
internal and external challenges. In Xi’s first term, the Chinese government issued Document No. 9,
which listed seven threats to the CPC, including civil society, a free press, and the so-called “universal
values.”'* In addition, back in 2014, President Xi already proposed an “overall national security
concept,” which included the economy, natural resources, technology, and nuclear development.!® In
his understanding, security and development are two sides of the same coin, and national development
is the goal of China’s security.'® Therefore, Xi sees no distinction between internal and external security,
and he is willing to take preventive action to address these challenges.

In securitizing the domestic issues, the CPC associates its regime legitimacy with the sets of
internal challenges from Chinese society. Namely, Beijing elevates the policy issues to the level of
China’s national security, so more resources and policy measures are required to address these
challenges.!” However, such a categorization raises the question of whether China during Xi’s tenure
has a hierarchical ranking of different security interests or not.!® It would be quite difficult for scholars
in international relations and Chinese foreign policy analysts to assess which issue areas—for example,
territorial integrity, social stability, or cybers sovereignty—would come first in Beijing’s calculations.

Beijing’s conception of security points to the synergy of its core interests, domestic stability,
and regime security.!” Such a comprehensive view includes both a conventional understanding of
national security and non-traditional security in international affairs, but this policy might come at a
certain cost. The securitization of domestic issues further compromises other values, such as human
rights, individual privacy, and personal freedom, for which the Chinese government has been criticized

over the last few decades.?’
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The New Security Law enacted on Hong Kong in June 2020, in which Beijing sought to
exert greater social control after the anti-extradition bill protest, is a case in point. John Lee, the newly
appointed Chief Executive, promised to restore stability following the chaos in Hong Kong, and he
aimed at “eradicating violence, extremisms, and secessionism” in his tenure.?' Similarly, the abuses of
human rights in Xinjiang continue to draw worldwide attention, as the CPC has established massive
vocational training centers and executive extrajudicial detention for social activists.?? Civil society and
human rights have been significantly undermined in Hong Kong and Xinjiang due to Xi’s focus on

national security and political stability.

National Security and Chinese Foreign Security

Xi’s foreign policy presents a sharp departure from Deng’s low-profile approach summed up
by the dictum of “hide your strengths, bide your time”. For example, President Xi started to promote
“great power diplomacy,” seeking to increase China’s prestige and influence in international affairs. In
2018, Xi restructured the CPC’s Foreign Affairs Leading Group, and he established the Central Foreign
Affairs Commission (CFAC). This organization signaled Xi’s greater attention on China’s diplomatic
relations and its grand strategy, as CFAC is on par with several other commissions holding the highest
rank in China’s bureaucratic system.?* China’s foreign relations apparatus is expected to actively
defend China’s security interests in a more assertive fashion under President Xi.

As President Xi enjoys the highest authority in the party now, it is even more important for
the academic community and policymaking circle to understand Xi’s ideological beliefs and political
agenda. Specifically, world views can be developed from political ideology or a country’s collective
memory, and they can shape and constrain the foreign policy options adopted by the top authority.?*
Therefore, Xi Jinping’s ideas about the world can be examined through his public speeches, official
statements, and policy initiatives.

From Beijing’s perspective, it has always sought to evaluate how external threats undermine
the security of the CPC. Although Beijing considers the power of the United States to be in decline, the
intensifying competition with the U.S. still creates significant security concerns for the party
leadership.?® Recently, the U.S., along with India, Japan, and Australia, established the Quadrilateral
Security Dialogue (QUAD), a multilateral initiative which aims to deter China’s expansionist behavior.
The United States also extends a security partnership to the UK and Australia (AUKUS) to provide a
more robust military build-up against China’s naval forces in the Asia-Pacific region.

Beijing’s heightened perception of threats certainly shapes its foreign policy posture and
regional diplomacy. For example, the Global Security Initiative (GSI) addresses the challenges of

regional conflicts and the pandemic and provides a common, comprehensive, cooperative, and
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sustainable concept of security for all countries.?® Beijing’s understanding of security from the GSI
marks a significant shift in Chinese foreign policy, as President Xi applies the concept of regime
security to China’s grand strategy.?’ Specifically, the Chinese government has actively promoted this
security initiative to the member states at the Shanghai Cooperation Organization and the Association
of Southeast Asian Nations, as these countries shared China’s principle of non-interference of domestic
affairs.

China is certainly worried about the emerging security architecture in Asia that might contain
its military presence and eventually undermine the legitimacy of the CPC’s power. Even though it
might take a few years for the Chinese government to develop a more concrete definition of “global,
sustainable, or common security,” the GSI signals President Xi’s vision of reforming the regional
security order and promoting a new form of cooperation.

In addition, since China joined the World Trade Organization in 2001, it has become a highly
globalized country, situating itself within the greater economic network. Economic interdependence
creates both risks and opportunities for both great powers and the medium-sized countries of the
world.?® Specifically, Beijing’s domestic politics have significant influences on China’s economic
policy and global security as well. Therefore, Xi’s effort to maintain regime security has fueled the
CPC’s ongoing securitization of economic issues in recent years. For example, a broad category of
national security generated greater political authority for China’s party-state apparatus in private firms,
state-owned enterprises, and local financial institutions.

Beijing’s stronger control over the private sector and economic sanctions against
multinational corporations (MNCs) seem like a political response to the risks of China’s economic
interdependence with the outside world, and the Chinese government needs to guard against hostile
foreign forces seeking to undermine the legitimacy of the CPC. However, such a policy posture has
already created a strong backlash from some European countries and the United States.?® Specifically,
China’s blurred boundaries between internal security and external threats, and between the state own
enterprise and China’s private firms generate increased insecurity for other states in Europe, North
America, and the Asia Pacific region. The European Commission and the United States have adopted
concrete measures, such as stricter vetting on investment reviews, capital controls, and industrial
policies, to constrain China’s economic activities overseas.

From Deng Xiaoping to Hu Jintao, the CPC’s core interests centered on upholding the
legitimacy of the Communist Party rule and maintaining stable economic development. Such political
beliefs have experienced a gradual change of scope and conditions under Xi’s tenure. His
conceptualization of national security moves away from the traditional convention of maintaining

stability to a more proactive approach to preemptively reduce security threats internally and externally.
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Implications for Japan-Taiwan Relations

Over the last few decades, China has experienced rapid growth in its military and economic
capabilities. Beijing’s assertiveness in maritime disputes and the frequent use of economic sanctions
against the claimant countries has increased worries among China’s neighbors. Specifically, both Japan
and Taiwan are subject to China’s military provocation and economic coercion.’® On the issue of

Taiwan, Xi Jinping claimed at the 20th Party Congress:

“Resolving the Taiwan question and realizing China’s complete reunification is, for the Party, a
historic mission and an unshakable commitment. .. The policies of peaceful reunification and One
Country, Two Systems are the best way to realize reunification across the Taiwan Strait... We will
continue to strive for peaceful reunification with the greatest sincerity and the utmost effort, but
we will never promise to renounce the use of force, and we reserve the option of taking all
measures necessary. This is directed solely at interference by outside forces and the few

separatists seeking “Taiwan independence” and their separatist activities...”!

President Xi considers Taiwan as an essential part of China’s core interests, and the
greatrejuvenation of the Chinese nation can only be achieved through unification with Taiwan. In this
sense, Xi’s emphasis on an expansive understanding of national security and his commitments to
unification carry significant ramifications for the Japanese and Taiwanese governments.

China’s heightened threat perceptions of the security environment might increase the risk of
military attacks against Taiwan and the possibility of Japan’s involvement in a regional crisis. In 2021,
Japan’s defense white paper explicitly stated that “the situation surrounding Taiwan is important for
Japan’s security and the stability of the international community...we pay close to attention to Taiwan
with a sense of crisis more than ever before.”> More specifically, if Beijing were to occupy Taiwan
with the People’s Liberation Army, then Japan would find it more difficult to defend its territory,
including the Senkaku Islands and Okinawa.*} From Japan’s perspective, Taiwan’s strategic location
certainly acts as a buffer zone for Japan, as the Japan Self-Defense Forces (JSDF) can devote more of
their efforts to Japan’s homeland security and near sea area. However, given China’s growing military
capabilities and Xi’s assertive ambitions, both Taiwan and the United States will need more active
contributions from the Japanese government.

Therefore, in response to the Taiwan contingency, it is an urgent task to recalibrate the goals
and objectives of the U.S.-Japan alliance, and better preparation for the military posture and logistic
supply are becoming priorities for the U.S.-Japan-Taiwan triangle. This policy analysis offers some

measures for Japan and Taiwan to address China’s challenge. For example, JSDF can work closely
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with the United States to integrate intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance capabilities to
effectively respond to a Chinese attack against Taiwan.>*

The U.S. can also establish military-to-military communications between Japan and Taiwan.
Both formal and informal channels should be utilized on a regular basis, so that the political leaders
and military personnel can effectively share crucial information with each other during a conflict
scenario.

Policy Implications for Japan and Taiwan With presidential term limits being removed during
the 20th Party Congress, Xi Jinping is now expected to gain full control over the security, intelligence,
and foreign affairs apparatus throughout his indefinite tenure. Under the concept of comprehensive
national security, Xi’s definitions of security include military, economic, territorial, biological, cyber,
and overseas interests.

This expansive understanding of security not only reflects President Xi’s sense of insecurity,
but will also have a significant impact on Chinese foreign policy in the years to come. This policy
report highlights three aspects of Xi’s views toward the CPC regime: Beijing’s GSI, the securitization
of economic issues, and its implications on Japan-Taiwan relations. In addition, the CPC’s heavy-
handed measures in Hong Kong and Xinjiang lead to a more pessimistic outlook for liberal democracy
and human rights in China, and Beijing’s image has continued to worsen over the last few years.

In this sense, both Japan and Taiwan have much to offer to the international community, as
they have vibrant civil societies and liberal democratic systems. More importantly, a Chinese attack
or occupation of Taiwan might seriously challenge Japan’s security and the regional order as well.
Political analysts and policymakers from both sides should develop more concrete channels of

communication in military, economic, and cultural affairs. m

* The views expressed in the document are those of the author(s) and neither the Institute of Developing Economies nor
the Japan External Trade Organization bears responsibility for them.
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