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The	fourth	plenary	meeting	of	the	Chinese	Communist	Party’s	19th	Central	Committee	gathered	
China’s	 political	 elite	 for	 a	 debate	on	 comprehensive	 reforms	of	 China’s	 socialist	 system,	 also	
focusing	 on	 how	 to	 make	 the	 state	 owned	 enterprises	 more	 effective.	 However,	 other	 key					
challenges	that	the	Chinese	leadership	face,	such	as	the	demonstrations	and	riots	in	Hong	Kong	
and	the	trade	war	with	the	US,	were	only	touched	upon	indirectly.	In	this	analysis,	Professor	of	
China	Studies	at	University	of	Copenhagen,	Jørgen	Delman	investigates	how	Xi	Jinping	and	the	
Chinese	leadership	have	dealt	with	these	crucial	discussions	of	both	national	and	international	
importance.	The	conclusion	is,	that	the	party	has	done	so	under	stealth	that	keeps	the	internal	
party	discussions	a	secret,	and	hence	Xi	Jinping	presents	a	united	party	backing	him	entirely.	
	
Key	takeaways:	

• In	 spite	 of	 signs	 showing	 varied	 policy	 requests	 among	 party	 members,	 Xi	 Jinping								
continues	 to	 be	 in	 full	 command	 and	 the	 Central	 Committee	 gave	 full	 backing	 to	 Xi	
Jinping’s	policies	for	reforms	of	the	Party-state	system	and	the	state	owned	enterprises.		

• Due	to	the	closed	door	policy	and	stealth	of	the	processes	within	the	party,	the	Chinese	
public	and	the	rest	of	the	world	remains	uninformed	about	the	nature	of	disagreements	
within	 the	party,	 and	how	 they	are	 resolved.	This	also	goes	 for	discussions	of	pressing	
matters	 such	 as	 the	 trade	 war,	 the	 political	 crisis	 in	 Hong	 Kong,	 and	 the	 renewed											
independence	stance	of	the	Taiwanese	ruling	party.		

• After	the	meeting,	elections	in	Hong	Kong	challenged	the	Party's	conviction	of	its	strong	
support	from	the	Hong	Kong	electorate,	and	an	article	by	China's	senior	trade	negotiator	
challenged	the	US	attempts	to	force	China	to	reform	its	state	owned	enterprises.	
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Stealth	 Leadership:	 Silence	 on	
Key	Challenges	at	China’s	Recent	
Central	Committee	Meeting	
	
	
By	Jørgen	Delman,	Professor	of	China	Studies,	
University	of	Copenhagen.	
	
	
Introduction	
The	 fourth	 plenary	 meeting	 of	 the	 Chinese	
Communist	 Party’s	 19th	 Central	 Committee	
in	late	October	gathered	China’s	political	elite	
for	 a	 debate	 on	 so-called	 comprehensive		
reforms	 of	 China’s	 socialist	 system.	 The	
about	 300	 full	 and	 alternate	 members						
from	 all	 over	 the	 country	 conducted	 their	
business	 with	 stealth	 without	 media									
coverage,	 interviews	 with	 top	 leaders,	 or	
press	conferences.	
	
In	comparison	to	similar	meetings	in	the	past,	
this	plenum	came	at	a	relatively	late	stage	of	
the	ordinary	 cycle	of	 the	Central	Committee	
meetings,	and	speculations	were	rife	that	the	
delay	 was	 due	 to	 internal	 disagreements	
among	 China’s	 top	 leaders.	 There	 is	 no					
evidence	 to	 support	 such	 speculations i ,			
however,	 and	 the	 final	 decision ii 	from	 the		
plenum	 (Chinese	 version	 here iii )	 indicates	
that	Xi	Jinping’s	power	is	unchallenged.	Even	
more,	 while	 it	 might	 be	 suspected	 that							
the	 two	 biggest	 crises	 faced	 by	 the	 Chinese	
leadership,	 i.e.	 the	demonstrations	and	 riots	
in	Hong	Kong	and	the	trade	war	with	the	US,	
could	 challenge	 Xi’s	 leadership,	 since	 they	
had	found	no	solution	yet,	these	issues	were	
hardly	 touched	 upon	 in	 the	 final	 document.	
Nevertheless,	despite	the	stealth,	there	were												
important	points	to	note.	

Focus	on	stability	and	continuity	
Officially,	 the	 meeting	 focused	 on	 how	 to	
make	 China’s	 Party-state	 system	 with	 the	
state	owned	enterprises	(SOE)	more	effective.	
The	 focus	 was	 on	 the	 need	 for	 stability,				
continuity,	 and	 strengthened	 Communist	
Party	leadership	everywhere.	In	his	speech	at	
the	 meetingiv,	 Xi	 Jinping	 noted	 that	 during	
the	 process	 of	 revising	 the	 draft	 document	
within	 the	 Party,	 there	 had	 been	 1755						
suggestions	 for	 amendments,	 of	 which	 380	
were	 “principled”	 in	 nature.	 The	 suggested	
changes	 cut	 across	 the	 entire	 document.	 Of	
the	 total,	 436	 suggestions	 found	 their	 way	
into	the	final	document.	However,	due	to	the	
secrecy	 of	 the	 process,	 the	 Chinese	 public	
remains	 uninformed	 about	 their	 nature	 and	
how	 they	 were	 resolved.	 In	 the	 end,	 the			
Central	 Committee	 backed	 Xi	 Jinping’s				
leadership	 as	 expected.	 He	 continues	 to	 be		
in	 full	 command	 and	 leaves	 no	 room	 for		
challenging	 his	 leadership	 or	 the	 Party’s				
universal	power	monopoly.	
	
A	special	type	of	democracy	
The	document	called	for	continuous	reforms	
and	improvements	within	the	Party-state	and	
the	 legal	 systems	 respectively,	 within	 public	
services,	 such	 as	 education,	 health,	 culture	
and	 social	 welfare,	 as	 well	 as	 within	 the				
military.	 Unfortunately,	 the	 document	 was	
not	specific	on	detailed	measures.		
	
The	 Party-state	 system	 reflects	 a	 political	
order	 that	 the	 Chinese	 Constitution	 defines	
as	a	“people’s	democratic	dictatorship”v.	The	
Fourth	Plenum	apparently	found	the	concept	
“democracy”	 (mentioned	 29	 times	 in	 the	
document)	 more	 worthwhile	 debating	 than	
“dictatorship”	 (mentioned	 only	 once).	While	
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fundamental	political	reforms	are	not	on	the	
table,	 the	document	 revealed	 that	 the	Party	
leadership	 is	 preoccupied	 with	 cautiously	
applying	 “democratic”	 mechanisms	 in	 the	
Party’s	 work	 and	 public	 administration.	 The	
leadership	 seems	 convinced	 that	 it	 can					
deliver	 better	 public	 services,	 enhance	 its	
accountability	and	gain	more	legitimacy	from	
inviting	 public	 participation	 in	 political	 and	
legislative	processes	as	well	as	in	daily	public	
administration.	
	
Bureaucratic	 capital(ism)	 and	 economic		
reforms	
Further,	 the	 decision	 reaffirmed	 that	 the		
current	hybrid	economic	system,	the	socialist	
market	economy,	will	continue	with	the	state	
owned	 sector	 and	 its	 “bureaucratic	 capital”	
(管资本)	 as	 the	 “mainstay”.	 The	 on-going	
reforms	 of	 the	 SOEs	 will	 continue	 with	 the	
principle:	 “capital	management	 at	 the	 core”	
(i.e.	 the	 use	 of	 business	 management							
principles)	 as	 its	 strategic	 approach.	 These	
ideas	 point	 to	 a	 new	 arms-length	 manage-
ment	structure	in	the	SOE	sectorvi	introduced	
from	 2015	 onwards.	 Under	 this	 reform,	 key	
SOEs	 have	 been	 put	 under	 state-owned				
investment	 and	 operating	 groups.	 In	 turn,	
these	 groups	 are	 under	 the	 State-Owned	
Assets	 Supervision	 and	 Administration		
Commission	 (SASAC) vii ,	 an	 organization	 at			
ministerial	 level	under	 the	State	Council	and	
its	 subsidiaries.	 The	 Central	 Committee	 also	
promised	to	continue	with	mixed	SOE-private	
ownership	 reforms	 and	 to	 provide	 better	
administrative	 support	 and	 legal	 protection	
for	 foreign	 invested	 and	 Chinese	 private			
enterprises.	They	also,	once	again,	promised	
a	more	 level	 playing	 field	 amidst	 their	 wor-

riesviii	that	the	emphasis	on	“party	leadership”			
everywhere	 and	 the	 thrust	 of	 the	 SOE							
reforms	 could	 result	 in	 the	 creation	 of					
“larger	and	more	complex	SOEs”	 that	would	
eventually	be	more	difficult	to	compete	with	
than	is	the	case	now.	Furthermore,	the	SOEs	
continue	 to	 be	 favoured	 recipients	 of	 state	
financing	 and	 their	 debts	 are	 increasing	 as	
compared	to	private	enterprises	according	to	
a	report	from	August	this	yearix	(see	figure	1).	
	
Figure	1:	Favoured	borrowers	

	
	
In	 the	 report,	 the	 International	 Monetary	
Fund	 recommends,	 as	 it	 has	 done	 on											
occasions	 before,	 that	 “[r]emoving	 the							
implicit	guarantees	and	hardening	the	budget	
constraints	 for	 state-owned	 enterprises	
would	 improve	 credit	 allocation	 and	 limit	
their	advantage	in	accessing	credit.”	
	
Trade	war	and	weakening	economy	
The	 trade	war	with	 the	US	has	 resulted	 in	 a	
weakening,	 at	 least	 marginally,	 of	 the							
Chinese	economy.	The	growth	rate	stood	at	6%	
in	 the	 third	 quarter	 this	 yearx,	 the	 bottom	
end	 of	 the	 official	 Chinese	 growth	 forecast,	
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which	Xi	Jinping	has	called	the	‘New	Normal’.	
Still,	while	current	negotiations	between	the	
two	sides	 indicate	that	a	first	phase	bilateral	
trade	 agreement	 could	 be	 on	 the	wayxi,	 the	
Plenum	remained	silent	on	the	trade	war.	
	
However,	 some	 of	 China’s	 responses	 to						
the	 trade	 war	 were	 reiterated	 without	 an	
addressee.	 Thus,	 China	 wishes	 to	 pursue								
a	 more	 balanced	 trade	 pattern	 across	 its				
trading	 partners	 to	 become	 less	 dependent	
on	 the	 US.	 Reforms	 to	 open	 up	 for	 more	
trade	 and	 more	 pilot	 free	 trade	 zones	 will	
continue.	The	efforts	to	level	the	playing	field	
for	 foreign	 and	 private	 companies	 in	 China	
also	 belong	 here.	 Finally,	 China	 wants	 the	
global	 trade	 system	 to	 be	more	multilateral	
and	 to	 integrate	 Xi	 Jinping’s	 signature								
program,	the	Belt	and	Road	Initiative,	into	it.	
	
The	 principle,	 agreed	 upon	 by	 the	 Plenum,	
that	the	state	sector	will	remain	the	mainstay	
of	the	economy,	was	a	slap	in	the	face	of	the	
US	who	demands	 that	 China	dismantles	 this	
system.	South	China	Morning	Post	quoted	Liu	
He,	 China’s	 chief	 ‘trade	 war’	 negotiator,	 for	
reconfirming	 this	 point	 in	 an	 article	 in	 the	
People’s	Daily	on	November	22nd:		
	
“We	 will	 promote	 state-owned	 economy			
reforms	 and	 structural	 adjustments,	 and			
invest	more	 in	 industries	 related	 to	 national	
security,	serving	the	national	strategic	goals”.	
xii	
	
Like	 in	 the	 political-administrative	 field,	 the	
Chinese	leadership	continues	to	insist	on	the	
need	 to	 maintain	 economic	 stability.	 On					
the	 21st	 of	 November,	 at	 a	 meeting	 with	 a					

number	of	major	multi-lateral	 organizations,	
Premier	Li	Keqiang	emphasized	that:		
	
“China	 will	 maintain	 the	 stability	 and								
consistency	of	 its	macroeconomic	policy	next	
year,	 and	 continue	 with	 a	 proactive	 fiscal	
policy	 and	 prudent	 monetary	 policy	 to							
stabilize	market	expectations.”xiii	
	
The	Chinese	leadership	thus	seems	confident	
that	it	can	overcome	the	effects	of	the	trade	
war,	 even	 by	 rejecting	 key	 US	 demands	 at	
this	sensitive	stage	of	the	negotiation	process.	
On	the	other	hand,	there	 is	growing	popular	
dissatisfaction	 at	 home	 with	 the	 increasing	
consumer	 prices,	 some	 of	 which	 are	 due	 to	
the	trade	war,	and	this	must	be	a	concern	to	
the	 Chinese	 leadership.	 The	 Consumer	 Price	
Index	went	up	by	3.8	per	cent	year-on-year	in	
October	(see	Figure	2	below)	and	food	prices	
have	 risen	 disproportionately	 (7.3%	 y-o-y	 in	
August).xiv	
	
Figure	2:	China	-	Consumer	price	index,	2012-
2019xv	

	
	
Even	 more,	 pork	 prices,	 a	 traditional	 meat	
stable,	 have	 surged	 more	 than	 100	 %	 y-o-y	
(See	 Figure	 2)	 due	 to	 a	 disastrous	 outbreak		
of	 African	 swine	 fever	 in	 Chinaxvi	and	 other	
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countries	 in	 the	 region.	 Other	 meat	 prices	
have	 risen	 as	well	 (see	 Figure	 2)	 due	 to	 the	
replacement	effect.	
	
The	 swine	 fever	 is	 still	 not	 under	 control.		
According	to	the	National	Bureau	of	Statistics,	
China	 had	 375	 million	 pigs	 at	 the	 end	 of	
March	 2019xvii,	 10%	 fewer	 than	 at	 the	 same	
time	 a	 year	 ago.	 Out	 of	 these,	 about	 40					
million	 were	 sows,	 a	 decline	 of	 11%	 over	
2018.	Now,	 some	experts	 estimate	 that	 half	
of	 China’s	 sows	 have	 succumbed	 to	 the				
disease.	
	
Rising	 consumer	 prices	 are	 traditionally	 a	
potential	driver	of	popular	dissatisfaction	and	
political	 resistance,	 but	 they	 were	 not	
touched	 at	 the	 Plenum.	 The	 document	 just	
talked	vaguely	about	“safeguarding	the	rights	
of	consumers”.	
	
Hong	Kong	and	Taiwan	
While	the	unrest	in	Hong	Kong	has	escalated	
during	 the	 past	 six	 months,	 the	 sitting								
Taiwanese	 leader	 from	 the	 independence-
minded	 DPP,	 Tsai	 Ying-wen,	 has	 used	 the	
turmoil	 in	Hong	 Kong	 to	 defend	 the	 current	
political	 order	 in	 Taiwan.	 She	 has	 warned	
that	 reunification	with	 China	 is	 not	 the	way	
that	Taiwan	wants	to	goxviii,	and	that	she	does	
not	 subscribe	 to	 the	 “one	 country,	 two					
systems”	formula	applied	in	Hong	Kong.	
	
With	 both	 presidential	 and	 parliamentary	
elections	 coming	 up	 in	 January,	 the	 leader			
of	 the	 opposition,	 Han	 Kuo-yu	 from	 the				
Nationalist	 Party,	 has	 been	 seen	 as	 a	 strong	
contender	 to	 Tsai	 Ying-wen	 ever	 since	 he										
announced	 his	 candidacy	 earlier	 this	 year.				
In	 the	 past,	 Han	 was	 favourable	 towards			

reunification	 with	 China,	 and	 Beijing	 has				
actively	touted	him.	However,	during	the	on-
going	demonstrations	and	riots	in	Hong	Kong,	
he	 has	 denied	 having	 a	 special	 relationship	
with	 Beijing	 and	 even	 declared	 that,	 if	 he	
were	 to	be	elected,	he	will	not	 sign	a	peace	
agreement	 with	 Beijing,	 until	 it	 renounces	
the	use	of	 force	against	 the	 island	democra-
cyxix.	 Still,	 he	 maintains	 that	 he	 is	 the	 only									
candidate	 who	 could	 negotiate	 concessions	
from	 Beijing	 based	 on	 the	 so-called	 “1992	
consensus”	 between	 China	 and	 Taiwan.	
When	probed	by	a	journalist	recently,	he	had	
to	concede,	however,	that	the	“one	country,	
two	 systems”	 formula	 will	 not	 work	 for				
Taiwan	 since	 nobody	 supports	 it.	 Han	 has	
now	 lost	 steam	 in	 the	 polls	 and	 trails									
significantly	behind	Tsai	Ying-wenxx.	Her	view	
is	that	Taiwan	is	already	a	country	in	its	own	
right.	 In	 the	 polls,	 only	 a	 small	 minority	 of	
Taiwanese	wish	to	reunify	with	China	(about	
10-15%),	 and	 the	 rest	 is	 content	 with	 the	
status	quoxxi.	
	
The	 Central	 Committee	 Plenum	 did	 not	
comment	 directly	 on	 events	 in	 Hong	 Kong	
and	 Taiwan.	 It	 did	 however	 emphasize	 the	
need	 to	 protect	 the	 “one	 country,	 two						
systems”	 approach	 to	 the	 political	 order	 in	
Hong	 Kong	 and	 Aomen	 (Macao)	 and	 the		
principle	 of	 peaceful	 reunification	 with					
Taiwan.	 In	 other	 words,	 the	 Central								
Committee	 seems	 to	 favour	 status	 quo	 for	
now,	 and	 the	 response	 comes	 across	 as	
moderate	and	non-belligerent.	However,	the	
Plenum	 also	 made	 clear	 that	 the	 future	 of	
Hong	 Kong	 lies	 with	 those	 who	 nourish					
patriotic	 feelings	 for	 China,	 and	 it	 was	 also	
emphasized	 that	 a	 specific	 responsibility		
system	 should	 be	 established	 for	 Hong	
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Kong’s	 leader	 in	 relation	 to	 Beijing.	 As	 for	
Taiwan,	 the	 Central	 Committee	 stated	 that	
there	 was	 a	 need	 to	 unify	 with	 those	 in				
Taiwan	 who	 were	 opposed	 to	 “Taiwanese	
independence”.	
	
However,	the	continued	demonstrations	and	
unrest	 in	 Hong	 Kong	 and	 the	 result	 of	 the	
recent	 elections	 for	 the	 district	 councils,	
where	 the	pro-democracy	 camp	won	17	out	
of	 18	 districtsxxii	with	 57.1	 %	 of	 the	 votesxxiii	
and	almost	eradicated	the	‘pro-Beijing’	camp	
(with	42%	of	the	votesxxiv)	from	the	councils,	
have	 evidently	 come	 as	 a	 surprise	 to	 the	
leadership	 in	 Beijingxxv.	 The	 events	 in	 Hong	
Kong	 and	 Taiwan	may	well	 push	 Xi	 Jinping’s	
dream	 of	 a	 peaceful	 reunification	 with					
Taiwan	 further	 back,	 and	 the	 situation	 in	
Hong	Kong	is	not	likely	to	be	solved	until	the	
post-2047	 situation	has	been	addressed	 in	a	
way	that	will	satisfy	at	least	a	majority	of	the	
people	 in	 Hong	 Kong.	 Neither	 of	 these						
scenarios	is	attractive	to	Xi	and	his	colleagues,	
and	 they	 must	 surely	 have	 debated	 what	
they	 can	do	 at	 the	Plenum.	However,	 so	 far	
we	 have	 no	 indication	 whether	 the	 uses	 of	
force	is	still	an	option	like	in	the	past.	
	
Where	is	China’s	leadership	heading?	
In	 sum,	 the	 Central	 Committee	 gave	 full		
backing	to	Xi	Jinping’s	policies	for	reforms	of	
the	 Party-state	 system	 and	 the	 SOEs.	 The	
leadership	 continues	 to	 test	 the	 so-called	
democratic	 mechanisms	 to	 improve	 the		
quality,	 transparency	 and	 efficiency	 of						
government	 without	 challenging	 the	 Party’s	
power	monopoly.	In	the	meantime,	the	trade	
war,	 the	 crisis	 and	 elections	 in	 Hong	 Kong	
and	the	renewed	independence	stance	of	the	
Taiwanese	ruling	party	continue	to	challenge	

the	Chinese	 leadership.	 There	 is	 no	place	 to	
hide	from	these	problems,	but	the	leadership	
prefers	 to	 tone	 them	 down	 under	 stealth,	
even	 at	 a	 high-level	 party	meeting.	 In	 other	
words,	the	Chinese	public	and	the	rest	of	the	
world	are	left	in	the	dark	with	regard	to	what	
is	 on	 the	 mind	 of	 the	 Chinese	 leadership	
when	 it	 comes	 to	 addressing	 these	 thorny	
issues.	As	for	the	trade	war,	chief	negotiator	
Liu	 He’s	 insistence	 that	 China	 will	 not							
dismantle	 its	 strategic	 state	 sectors	 could	
send	a	 signal	 of	more	 trouble	 ahead	 for	 the	
trade	negotiations	between	the	US	and	China	
although	optimism	seems	to	prevail.	
	
	
This	 analysis	 is	 an	 updated	 version	 of	 an			
article	 originally	 published	 by	 Insight-
perspectives.xxvi	
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