
 

In a Fortnight: China Faces 

Wintertime Energy Crisis of 

its Own Making  
 

Northern China is facing an energy crisis this 

winter due to shortfalls in heating gas. Since 

mid-December, reports from Hebei, the prov-

ince that surrounds Beijing and Tianjin, indi-

cate that schools and residential areas are go-

ing without natural gas for heating.  

 

In Quyang county (曲阳县), southwest of Bei-

jing and North of Shijiazhuang, schools have 

not had heating since November 15—though 

the average temperature during the day has 

been close-to, or below freezing (China Youth 

Daily, December 5, 2017; Weather.com [ac-

cessed December 20]). These schools were re-

quired to remove coal-fired heating ahead of 

the winter season as part of a larger initiative 

to reduce smog and CO2 emissions. In Au-

gust, the National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC), a powerful government 

agency, announced that the construction of 

new coal power plants was going to be post-

poned through 2020 (Xinhua, August 14). At 

the same time, use of coal was going to be 

essentially replaced in north central China—

primarily with natural gas (Xinhua, July 18).  

 

As the world’s top consumer and producer of 

coal, this is no easy task (EIA, May 14, 2015). 

In fact, China consumes four times as much 
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coal as all of Europe (including Russia) and 

Central Asia combined.  

 

By contrast, Chinese consumption of natural 

gas in 2016 was eight times its level in 2000, 

but China lags behind the U.S., which annually 

consumes just under four times more of this 

fuel. [1] 

 

In November Wang Dongfeng (王东峰), Party 

Secretary of Hebei province demonstrated 

some awareness of these problems:  

 

"At present, we should pay high atten-

tion to ensuring residents have winter 

heating, while accelerating the re-

placement of coal with electricity or 

gas to protect the environment" (He-

bei Daily, November 1).  

 

The attempts to smoothly transition from coal 

to gas (“煤改气”) appears to have failed and 

are the root cause of the current gas shortfall. 

While manufacturing and coal-burning power 

stations have periodically been turned off in 

Hebei and Beijing in advance of major events 

such as the Olympics or Communist Party 

Congresses, this more permanent switch is 

proving to be incredibly disruptive (Sohu, 

April 27, 2016).  

 

Reportedly, across China, the price of lique-

fied natural gas (LNG) has risen by 300 per-

cent. This is having significant downstream ef-

fects and has led to rationing (Caijing, De-

cember 19). 

 

The effects of the shortages are spreading. In 

Baoding, Hebei, the Hebei University Affili-

ated Hospital sent a request, on December 1, 

to the Hebei government asking for natural 

gas to run the hospital. The notice, which 

quickly went viral on the Chinese Internet, 

pleaded with the government for additional 

supplies due to its need to take care of 3,000 

patients (Pengpai News, December 3).  

 

While the central government has acted to re-

direct natural gas from Xinjiang in the West 

and Guangdong in the South, the scale of the 

escalating crisis reveals some important prob-

lems with China’s infrastructure, and barriers 

to ambitious environmental and building pro-

grams. 

 

Northern China—particularly Beijing and its 

surrounding provinces—are some of the big-

gest consumers of gas in the country. Accord-

ing to the Beijing Municipal Development and 

Reform Commission, Beijing is China’s largest 

and the world’s second largest consumer of 

natural gas (Xinhua, November 22). However, 

the shortages and accompanying spike in 

prices are manifestations of a larger problem: 

China’s infrastructure to support a shift to 

natural gas lags behind the speed with which 

it is turning off coal powered plants. As a re-

sult, cities in eastern China are now lifting re-

strictions on coal imports (Caixin, December 

22).   

 

The Chinese government has started projects 

to help alleviate demand. In November, 

Xinhua reported that massive pipelines are 

being built to significantly increase the 

amount of natural gas flowing to Beijing 

(Xinhua, November 22). Begun in July 2016, 

after their completion, these four “main arter-

http://www.he.xinhuanet.com/xinwen/2017-11/01/c_1121887270.htm
http://www.he.xinhuanet.com/xinwen/2017-11/01/c_1121887270.htm
https://m.sohu.com/n/446398347/
http://industry.caijing.com.cn/20171219/4380196.shtml
http://news.sina.com.cn/o/2017-12-03/doc-ifyphtze3893493.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/fortune/2017-11/22/c_1121996775.htm
http://companies.caixin.com/2017-12-22/101188226.html
http://news.xinhuanet.com/fortune/2017-11/22/c_1121996775.htm
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ies” will transport an additional 70 million cu-

bic meters of gas per day to meet Beijing's 

growing demand.   

 

In the meantime, the Hebei provincial govern-

ment has allocated 4.65 billion RMB ($705 

million) to subsidize heating costs in rural ar-

eas (Yicai, December 20). China’s rural areas 

lag behind urban areas in education, services, 

and increasingly jobs. The nationwide sprint 

to adopt natural gas—which includes elimi-

nating the full range of legacy coal-fired 

equipment from stoves to  power plants—is 

leaving the countryside without easy replace-

ment for heat or electrical generation capac-

ity.   

 

Abroad, China is investing heavily in natural 

gas from the Persian Gulf to Russia’s Yamal 

Peninsula (China Brief, July 7; Nikkei, Decem-

ber 18). A recently opened Liquefied Natural 

Gas (LNG) terminal in Sabetta, Russia, for ex-

ample, was only made possible through Chi-

nese investments, and will export up to 4 bil-

lion cubic meters of natural gas per year to 

China.  

 

However, acquiring supplies of natural gas 

from overseas is only one part of the solution 

to Chinese energy woes—China must first ad-

dress its infrastructure problems at home. 

China is right to attempt to wean itself off 

coal. The levels of pollution from coal-reliant 

industries has real effects on people’s 

lifespans and general health problems.  

 

The Chinese Communist Party’s centralized 

power is not a magic wand—as some foreign 

observers of China would like to believe. Di-

rectives from above frequently leave out con-

siderations of circumstances at lower levels. 

Just as China’s GDP growth targets gave rise 

to inflationary reporting (and ultimately 

harmful policies), a slew of new government 

priorities across the range of Belt and Road 

projects to environmental initiatives have 

similar potential to backfire.  

 

Note 

1. China consumed billion cubic meters 

(bcm) of natural gas in 2000. By 2016 

this had risen to 210 bcm. The United 

States by contrast consumed 778 bcm 

in 2016. BP Statistical Review of Petro-

leum 2016. 

https://www.bp.com/en/global/cor-

porate/energy-economics/statistical-

review-of-world-energy.html Ac-

cessed December 19, 2017. 

 

 

*** 

 

United Front Work after the 

19th Party Congress  
By Gerry Groot 

 

Lost in the sea of political rhetoric and poli-

cies laid out during the Chinese Communist 

Party’s (CCP) 19th Congress in October were 

references to United Front Work—an im-

portant group of policies that the CCP uses to 

forge consensus at home and exert influence 

abroad (Xinhua, November 3). Communist 

Party General Secretary Xi Jinping’s remarks 

on the United Front deserve particular atten-

tion, not only because of the forum in which 

they were delivered, but also because Xi is the 

https://www.yicaiglobal.com/news/hebei-gives-usd700-million-heating-aid-rural-areas-coal-phase-out
https://jamestown.org/program/china-qatar-relations-perspective/
https://asia.nikkei.com/Markets/Commodities/China-thinks-big-in-backing-Russian-Arctic-LNG-project
https://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/energy-economics/statistical-review-of-world-energy.html
https://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/energy-economics/statistical-review-of-world-energy.html
https://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/energy-economics/statistical-review-of-world-energy.html
http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/download/Xi_Jinping's_report_at_19th_CPC_National_Congress.pdf
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first leader since Xi Jinping with the political 

wherewithal and expressed intention to use it 

effectively.  

 

For many outsiders, the Congress was notable 

for its elevation of Xi as leader to the status of 

‘core’, and what appears to be the creation of 

a personality cult. There is also a general ten-

dency to downplay the importance of state-

ments made at these congresses as more win-

dow dressing than substance. In fact, Party 

Congresses generally—and this one in partic-

ular—will act as a guide for some ninety mil-

lion Party members and others in govern-

ments at all levels for years to come. In this 

context, guidance regarding the United Front 

takes on greater significance because it forms 

the basis of many domestic policies (particu-

larly in relation to religion and ethnic minori-

ties) and foreign business and international 

relations through its use in building relation-

ships with overseas Chinese communities and 

foreign politicians.  

 

Congresses such as this are also valuable re-

minders that China is run as a Party-state sys-

tem. Understanding the Party’s usually over-

looked United Front Work Department is an 

important part of overcoming these deficien-

cies.  

 

United Front Work and the Role of  

Xi Jinping 

 

Although united front work is just one small 

part of Xi’s work report, it deserves more at-

tention because for the first time since Deng 

Xiaoping, China’s leader has direct and appar-

ently positive experience and recognition of 

the utility of this work for achieving Party 

goals. There is also an important family con-

nection as Xi’s father, Xi Zhongxun, was heav-

ily involved in such work between 1940 and 

1989 and was one of the people behind its 

post-Mao revival.   

 

As a result of extensive experience and his 

roles in Fujian and Zhejiang, Xi is unique in re-

cent decades in having effectively hands-on 

experience while his keen desire to push uni-

fication with Taiwan is also evident. Hong 

Kong, Macau and Taiwan, had a separate sec-

tion of the work report devoted to united 

front work in these areas. Xi’s appointments 

of key allies and experienced diplomats to re-

lated positions highlights the importance he 

attaches to UFW as a central part of related 

policy (Xinhua, November 3; China Brief, No-

vember 10).  

 

Overall, Xi has reemphasized the role of the 

UFWD within the CCP, expanded its size, 

raised its status, endorsed it by making his 

presence at the 2015 United Front Work Con-

ference clear and extended, and appointing 

himself head of the Small Leading Group in 

United Front Work. [1] 

 

The consequence of this top-down validation 

is a renewed emphasis on this work through-

out the Party and government systems, often 

down to local levels. This often occurs in vil-

lages in provinces like Fujian or Guangdong 

where United Front cadres attempt to re-

search the family histories of any visiting 

Overseas Chinese to find ways of appealing to 

them for investment and support. It is now 

dangerous to try to ignore such work or 

downplay its role lest cadres be criticized or 

even disciplined. This has long not been the 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/download/Xi_Jinping's_report_at_19th_CPC_National_Congress.pdf
https://jamestown.org/program/taiwan-policymaking-xi-jinpings-new-era/
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case and neglect of such work by top officials 

was a recurrent problem from the 1990s on-

wards. Under Xi’s emphasis of united front 

work, key performance indicators (which de-

termine promotion) for cadres dependent on 

it and UFWD-related careers are now much 

more desirable. As a result, much more activ-

ity is to be expected both domestically and 

abroad. Moreover, failures or complications 

with united front work can readily become 

reasons for dramatic setbacks and unrest as 

stepped up security in places like Tibet and 

Xinjiang readily attest. 

 

The recent public extension of the Depart-

ment’s efforts to any place with a sizeable 

population of Chinese emigrants, students or 

even visitors, also mean it is now relevant to 

many foreign governments.  

 

An increasingly sensitive united front constit-

uency, the established Chinese Diaspora 

groups around the world and the groups of 

PRC raised Chinese entrepreneurs, emigrants 

and students, all subsumed under the label 

‘Overseas Chinese’ will be united with 

through ‘the maintenance of extensive con-

tacts’. In 2017, as result of united front work 

in places like Australia and New Zealand, the 

relevance of Xi’s emphasis was starting to be-

come apparent even though the groundwork 

had often been laid years or even decades be-

fore.  

 

While the CCP has been emphatic in rejecting 

what it calls interference in China’s domestic 

affairs, if the recent cases of Chinese influence 

over politicians in Australia and New Zealand 

are any indication, we might well see a dra-

matic increase in United Front-related inter-

ference elsewhere. However, harsh Party 

measures in Xinjiang and Tibet and tensions 

in Hong Kong point to either current failures 

or sufficient confidence to move beyond 

united front work to a new stage. 

 

Building Consensus at Home 

 

In his Party Work Report in October, Xi who is 

also the Chair of the Leading Small Group on 

United Front Work, declared, “Steady pro-

gress has been made in enhancing socialist 

democracy; intraparty democracy has been 

expanded, and socialist consultative democ-

racy is flourishing. The patriotic united front 

has been consolidated and developed, and 

new approaches have been adopted for work 

related to ethnic and religious affairs.” Social-

ist democracy in this context means the Chi-

nese People’s Political Consultative Confer-

ence (CPPCC) and National People’s Congress 

systems, the selection of representatives of 

classes and groups (professional, religious or 

ethnic) as either individual representatives 

(democratic personages) or as members of 

the eight official United Front Work Depart-

ment-controlled ‘democratic parties’ and the 

All-China Federation of Industry and Com-

merce. [2] 

 

This system allows the recruitment and cor-

poratist co-option into the system, of other-

wise potentially dangerous elements as well 

as allow access to their knowledge, skills and 

connections to both understand and influ-

ence particular constituencies but permits a 

small distance from the Party proper. [3] The 

CCP constantly uses the expertise in these 
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bodies to conduct investigations into sensi-

tive issues and pass on suggestions and criti-

cisms, so-called mutual supervision. The frus-

tration for united front ‘allies’ is that their con-

tributions and influence are subsumed by the 

CCP which takes public credit for all success 

and rewards allies only behind closed doors 

or with public plaudits which ordinary Chinese 

find meaningless.  

 

These approaches are different in emphasis 

from relatively straightforward promises to al-

low the democratic parties to control their 

own expansion or to upgrade the decision 

making powers of the CPPCC system made in 

the wake of the 1989 post-June 4 crackdown, 

promises never realized when the economy 

recovered rapidly. The failure to deliver re-

flected the tactical nature of the original con-

cession; when the need receded, so did the 

promise. 

 

In his speech, Xi reiterates the importance of 

this consultative system and makes clear that 

it should be extended to communities and so-

cial organizations (Xinhua, November 3). We 

must, he declared, “uphold and improve the 

system of people’s congresses, the system of 

Party-led multi-party cooperation, and politi-

cal consultation, the system of regional ethnic 

autonomy, and the system of community-

level self-governance; and consolidate and 

develop the broadest patriotic united front.” 

These all help constitute the CCP’s “socialist 

consultative democracy”. The overall success 

of this work is reflected in part, in the numer-

ous surveys of high levels of urban satisfac-

tion with the political system and China’s ‘de-

mocracy.’ 

 

In relation to the eight democratic parties, Xi 

reasserts the principles of long-term coexist-

ence and mutual supervision. In ethnic minor-

ity work he stresses the need for more public 

awareness of ethnic unity and need to create 

a strong sense of community, likening the mi-

norities to the many seeds of a pomegranate 

which must nevertheless stick together. In re-

ligious affairs, the recent shift to emphasizing 

the Sinification of religion, i.e. finding ways to 

allow the CCP to be the highest authority, is 

now phrased as the principle that they ‘must 

be Chinese in orientation.’ Moreover, the 

Party must be active in guiding them as they 

adapt to socialist society.  

 

The new ‘strata’ (the word ‘class’ must not be 

used) and interest groups emerging from re-

form and economic growth are also im-

portant. Non-Party individuals and members 

of these new social groups are to be ‘encour-

aged to play important roles in building so-

cialism while the Party will also build ‘a new 

type of cordial and clean relationship’ be-

tween government and business.’ Keeping 

corruption at bay while increasing control 

over business while increasing dependence 

on the state when useful, is of course key to 

preventing it becoming a self-funded source 

of opposition in the classical Western mode 

of bourgeois classes seeking to protect them-

selves from state predations by demanding 

democratic rights and rule of law. Xi is prom-

ising cooperation and rule-by-law along Sin-

gaporean lines but his declarations of the im-

portance of improving procedural fairness 

throughout all levels of government and ac-

tivities (social services, health and education 

for example), except suppressing corruption, 

have to-date borne little fruit. 

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/download/Xi_Jinping's_report_at_19th_CPC_National_Congress.pdf
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Conclusion  

 

Xi Jinping’s discussion of how the Party needs 

to consolidate and develop the Patriotic 

United Front should be taken at face value. As 

Xi has declared: “The united front is a way to 

ensure the success of the Party’s cause and 

we must maintain our commitment to it long 

term” (Xinhua, November 3). Observers 

should take Xi seriously and study the impli-

cations—just like thousands of Party cadres 

and government officials will—and not ignore 

them as hackneyed or cliché.  

 

Gerry Groot is Senior Lecturer in Chinese Stud-

ies and Head of the Department of Asian Stud-

ies at the University of Adelaide, South Aus-

tralia. He has writes on united front work, soft 

power, social change as it relates to China and 

Asian influences on Western culture past and 

present. 

 

Notes 

1. For more information see the author’s 

contributions to the China Yearbook 

series (Australian National University 

Press, Canberra, 2013-2017) 

https://www.thechinastory.org/ 

2. In addition to the CCP, China has eight 

‘democratic parties’ Revolutionary 

Committee of the Chinese Kuomintang, 

China Democratic League, China Na-

tional Democratic Construction Asso-

ciation, China Association for Promot-

ing Democracy, Chinese Peasants and 

Workers Democratic Party, China Zhi 

Gong Dang, Jiu San Society and Taiwan 

Democratic Self-Government League. 

The All China Federation of Industry 

and Commerce now also has equiva-

lent status. All of these parties are sub-

ordinate to the CCP’s leadership via 

the United Front Work Department 

and do not function in the same way 

as traditional opposition parties.  

3. For a full discussion of the CCP’s appli-

cation of corporatism in united front 

work see, Gerry Groot, Managing Tran-

sitions: The CCP, Corporatism, Hegem-

ony and United Front Work (Routledge, 

New York/London, 2004) 

 

*** 

 

 

China’s Overseas Military 

Base in Djibouti: Features, 

Motivations, and Policy  

Implications 
 

By John Fei 

 

China’s military conducted significant live-

fire military exercises in Djibouti at the end of 

November, marking an important turning 

point in the People’s Liberation Army’s over-

seas activities by conducting ground-based 

exercises in a foreign territory independent of 

a United Nations command (PLA Daily, No-

vember 28; SCMP, December 18). The live-

ammunition exercises, employing armored 

personnel carriers, took place around the time 

of Djibouti President Ismail Omar Guelleh’s 

visit to Beijing—a visit that deepened China-

http://www.xinhuanet.com/english/download/Xi_Jinping's_report_at_19th_CPC_National_Congress.pdf
https://www.thechinastory.org/
http://www.81.cn/jmtt/2017-11/28/content_7845356.htm
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2122473/drills-show-chinese-troops-capable-riding-shotgun
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Djibouti ties and inked economic and tech-

nical cooperation agreements between the 

two countries (PLA Daily, November 23).  

 

China’s deepening diplomatic and military in-

roads into Africa will be made even more sus-

tainable by the July opening of China’s first 

overseas military base in Djibouti. The base 

marks an important development in the Chi-

nese military’s ability to provide logistical 

support to counterterrorism, anti-piracy, and 

humanitarian assistance and disaster relief 

operations (China Brief, July 21). While China 

has often played down the military signifi-

cance of the base, emphasizing its support 

and logistics roles instead, the recent live-fire 

drills, along with reports that the base will 

host up to 10,000 troops, could indicate an 

enhanced military role for the Djibouti base 

(SCMP, July 13). 

 

The Chinese facility is near the U.S.’ sole mili-

tary base in Africa—Camp Lemonnier—and 

signals China’s interest in protecting its grow-

ing economic and security interests in Africa 

and the Indian Ocean. While the base reflects 

China’s growing economic and security ambi-

tions, it is unclear at present whether the fa-

cility represents just an effort for China to en-

hance its peacekeeping and humanitarian 

and disaster relief capabilities, or suggests 

greater ambitions. If, as some reports sug-

gest, China does open more military bases in 

African and the Indian Ocean region, then the 

Djibouti base would mark the beginning of a 

sea-change in Chinese naval ambitions in the 

Indian Ocean region (Sina, December 19). 

 

 

 

Features of the Base 

 

In July 2017, a Chinese naval contingent em-

barked for Djibouti to inaugurate China’s first 

overseas military base (Xinhua, July 11). Lo-

cated on the tip of the Horn of Africa, the Dji-

bouti base sits at a strategic point between 

the Suez Canal and the Gulf of Aden. China’s 

36-hectare (approximately 90 acre) facility will 

likely host several thousand troops, and have 

repair facilities for ships and helicopters (QQ, 

March 7). There is some evidence suggesting 

a large, underground storage facility around 

23,000 square meters (Stratfor, July 26). 

China’s base is situated near the Doraleh 

Multi-purpose Port area of Djibouti, and lies 

approximately 7 miles northwest of the U.S. 

base, Camp Lemonnier. France and Japan 

have also leased facilities in Djibouti, and 

those bases are located in the general vicinity 

of the U.S. and Chinese bases.  

 

Likely Purpose and Motivations of the Base 

 

China’s military base in Djibouti represents 

both a culmination of years of expanding eco-

nomic and maritime security interests, and a 

prelude to deeper levels of strategic engage-

ment in Africa and the Indian Ocean region as 

part of Beijing’s Maritime Silk Road. To better 

understand the purpose and uses of the Dji-

bouti base, it is helpful to examine three fea-

tures of China’s broader foreign policy: migra-

tion of Chinese citizens to Africa and Beijing’s 

growing diplomatic engagement on the con-

tinent; a growing emphasis on maritime mili-

tary power and safeguarding citizens abroad, 

and; the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). 

 

http://www.81.cn/xuexi/2017-11/23/content_7843631.htm
https://jamestown.org/program/20000-li-over-the-sea-chinas-sends-troops-to-first-permanent-base-in-djibouti/
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2102422/china-sends-troops-military-base-djibouti-widening
http://news.sina.com.cn/o/2017-12-19/doc-ifyptfcn2145261.shtml
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-07/11/c_1121302146.htm
https://view.inews.qq.com/a/20170307A04DFB00
https://worldview.stratfor.com/article/looking-over-chinas-latest-great-wall
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China’s base in Djibouti helps to support Chi-

nese diplomatic efforts in Africa and provides 

an outpost to assist growing numbers of Chi-

nese citizens in Africa. Over the years, China’s 

economic growth imperative has evolved 

alongside its global diplomatic ambitions and 

security needs. These motivations have given 

rise to a steady increase in the number of Chi-

nese citizens engaged in commerce and living 

abroad in Africa and South Asia, and the in-

volvement of Chinese state-owned enter-

prises in these regions. Private enterprises 

have followed the state companies and a re-

port in June by McKinsey, a consultancy, esti-

mated that over 10,000 Chinese businesses 

were operating across the African continent. 

Of these, some 90 percent are believed to be 

private companies (McKinsey, June 2017). In-

creased Chinese economic engagement in Af-

rica has been accompanied by enhanced dip-

lomatic efforts—consisting of foreign aid—

and over 2,000 Chinese soldiers serving as 

United Nations peacekeepers in Africa (ECFR, 

June 2016). China intends the base to serve as 

a support and logistics facility for peacekeep-

ers, and also as a naval facility to support anti-

piracy operations.  

 

The Djibouti base reflects a growing emphasis 

on maritime military interests. In order to 

safeguard increasing Chinese equities in Af-

rica and South Asia, the Chinese Communist 

Party (CCP) and People’s Liberation Army 

(PLA) began to emphasize maritime power 

and prioritize the protection of Chinese citi-

zens overseas in recent years. At the end of 

previous Chinese president Hu Jintao’s term, 

Beijing “declared the protection of Chinese 

overseas interests to be a foreign policy pri-

ority” (ECFR, June 2016).  Since current presi-

dent Xi Jinping assumed power at the 18th 

Party Congress in 2012, China has focused on 

strengthening its role as a maritime power 

(Xinhua, July 31, 2013). In its most clear artic-

ulation of a shift to prioritizing maritime 

power, China’s 2015 Defense White Paper 

noted that China must protect its maritime 

rights and interests (China Brief, June 19, 

2015). Over the years, the PLA Navy has aug-

mented its maritime capabilities, both in 

terms of rapid shipbuilding, and also opera-

tional learning and participation in joint exer-

cises.   

 

The Djibouti base is an important station 

along the Belt and Road Initiative’s “belt,” 

which is also referred to as the Maritime Silk 

Road. China’s BRI is a grandiose undertaking 

that aims to foster greater regional coopera-

tion and economic development across the 

Eurasian landmass and connect China and 

Southeast Asia with the northern Indian 

Ocean littoral, Africa, and the Mediterranean. 

In Africa, China has invested in a railway link-

ing Ethiopia with Djibouti, and has plans to 

construct a natural gas pipeline between the 

two countries as well (China Brief, November 

10; SCMP, November 21). The Chinese gov-

ernment has trumpeted BRI as a peaceful en-

deavor that will spread economic prosperity, 

but analysts outside of China view it as a way 

for Beijing to create new spheres of influence 

at best, and as a gradual way to increase its 

military influence at worst. [1] 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mckinsey.com/Global-Themes/Middle-East-and-Africa/The-closest-look-yet-at-Chinese-economic-engagement-in-Africa
http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/Into_Africa_China%E2%80%99s_global_security_shift_PDF_1135.pdf
http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/Into_Africa_China%E2%80%99s_global_security_shift_PDF_1135.pdf
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2013-07/31/c_116762285.htm
https://jamestown.org/program/the-2015-chinese-defense-white-paper-on-strategy-in-perspective-maritime-missions-require-a-change-in-the-pla-mindset/
https://jamestown.org/program/one-belt-one-road-east-africa-beyond-chinese-influence/
http://www.scmp.com/news/china/diplomacy-defence/article/2120713/rail-and-airports-its-first-overseas-naval-base-china
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Probable Uses of the Base Within the Next 

Five Years 

 

Against the backdrop of China’s increasing 

equities in Africa, a rising emphasis on mari-

time power, and BRI, the Djibouti base will 

likely fulfill several needs. It will provide re-

supply and other support to facilitate the 

People’s Liberation Army Navy’s (PLAN’s) 

anti-piracy patrols in the Gulf of Aden, and 

the PLA’s peacekeeping operations in Africa 

(Xinhua, July 11; Ministry of Defense of China, 

July 11). The facility should also provide a hub 

for the PLAN’s naval diplomacy in the region, 

could assist in future counterterrorism opera-

tions, and help with intelligence gathering 

(ECFR, June 2016). Additionally, it will help ex-

pedite evacuations of Chinese nationals in the 

region. On balance, its primary purpose in the 

near term will be to support China’s economic 

interests along the Maritime Silk Road, and 

assist in military operations other than war 

(MOOTW). [2] 

 

Unlikely Purposes of the Base Within the 

Next Five Years 

  

China intends to build additional naval bases 

and facilities in Africa and the Middle East in 

the years to come. Although the Djibouti base 

represents the first step in China’s ambitions 

to create a network of support facilities, it is 

unlikely that the Djibouti base will be used to 

supplant U.S. or Indian naval power in the In-

dian Ocean region. China’s ability to use the 

Djibouti base as a springboard to exert naval 

power across the Indian Ocean will not be at 

a level equivalent to what the U.S. Navy 

achieved across the world post 1954. [3] 

Given that its Djibouti base is located near 

that of the U.S., Chinese attempts to use the 

base as an attempt to undermine the U.S. na-

val presence in the west Indian Ocean and 

Gulf of Aden would unlikely succeed. More 

probable is that China uses the base to pri-

marily support its economic engagements in 

the region, increase its abilities to provide hu-

manitarian assistance and disaster relief, and 

conduct anti-piracy and counter terrorism 

operations.  

 

Implications for U.S. Policy Interests 

 

China’s first overseas military base in Djibouti 

presents U.S. policymakers with both oppor-

tunities and risks. The naval base’s primary 

purposes—that of serving as a platform for 

Chinese peacekeeping, counter-terrorism, 

anti-piracy, and humanitarian and disaster re-

lief operations—could increase opportunities 

for the U.S. military to collaborate and engage 

in confidence building exercises with the PLA. 

At the same time, there is the possibility of in-

creased miscommunication at sea. With a 

long-term presence in Africa, China’s intelli-

gence gathering capabilities will most cer-

tainly grow. This presents a risk for U.S. mili-

tary and intelligence operations in the region, 

and requires greater vigilance on the part of 

the U.S. intelligence and national security 

community. 

 

John Fei is an independent consultant on 

China and Asian affairs. He has worked at 

Morningstar, managed the Asia Security Initi-

ative at the John D. and Catherine T. MacAr-

thur Foundation, and researched China and 

Asian security issues at the RAND Corporation. 

He received his Ph.D. in Policy Analysis from 

http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-07/11/c_1121302146.htm
http://www.mod.gov.cn/shouye/2017-07/11/content_4785240.htm
http://www.ecfr.eu/page/-/Into_Africa_China%E2%80%99s_global_security_shift_PDF_1135.pdf
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the Pardee RAND Graduate School, M.A. in Re-

gional Studies: East Asia from Harvard Univer-
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Notes 

1. Brewster, David, “Silk Roads and String 

of Pearls: The Strategic Geography of 

China’s New Pathways in the Indian 

Ocean,” Geopolitics, Aug 2016. 

2. This section also draws from Ji, You, 

“China’s Emerging Indo-Pacific Naval 

Strategy,” Asia Policy, 22 (July, 2016). 

3. These insights draw from Brewster, p. 

11. 
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Technological  

Entanglement? — Artificial 

Intelligence in the U.S.-

China Relationship  
By Elsa Kania 

 

Artificial intelligence (AI) has become a new 

arena for engagement and competition be-

tween the United States and China. In July, 

China’s State Council published the New Gen-

eration AI Development Plan (新一代人工智能

发展规划) which declared, “AI has become a 

new focal point of international competition. 

AI is a strategic technology that will lead the 

future,” articulating China’s ambition to “lead 

the world” and become the “premier AI inno-

vation center” by 2030 (State Council, July 20). 

Perhaps recognizing that a new era has be-

gun, the U.S. National Security Strategy (NSS) 

published in mid-December announced, “To 

maintain our competitive advantage, the 

United States will prioritize emerging tech-

nologies critical to economic growth and se-

curity” (National Security Strategy, December 

18). In particular, the NSS highlights that AI is 

advancing especially rapidly and could pre-

sent growing risks to U.S. national security 

going forward, while characterizing China as 

a “strategic competitor” that unfairly seeks to 

“unfairly tap into [U.S.] innovation” through 

the theft of intellectual property and “cyber-

enabled economic warfare.” Concurrently, the 

U.S. and China are pursuing military applica-

tions of AI, recognizing its potential to trans-

form the character of future conflict (State 

Council, July 20; Battlefield Singularity, No-

vember 28). 

 

Even as Beijing and Washington highlight in-

ternational competition in AI, the U.S. and 

Chinese technology sectors remain more en-

tangled than ever, competing and collaborat-

ing by turn. There are high and growing levels 

of Chinese tech investments in the U.S. and in 

U.S. tech investments in China, even as con-

cerns grow about the risks of such invest-

ment. Indeed, between 2012 and mid-2017, 

China-based investors bankrolled U.S. tech 

companies to the tune of $19 billion across 

641 different deals, with particular focus on 

AI, robotics, and augmented or virtual reality 

(CB Insights, August 1). Increasingly, U.S. in-

vestors are also investing in Chinese AI enter-

prises. For instance, Chinese AI startup 

ByteDance, which makes the AI-enabled news 

aggregator Toutiao, has raised at least $3.1 

billion with support from prominent U.S. pri-

vate equity firms (CB Insights, December 12). 

Major Chinese companies—including Baidu, 

http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-07/20/content_5211996.htm
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/NSS-Final-12-18-2017-0905.pdf
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-07/20/content_5211996.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-07/20/content_5211996.htm
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/battlefield-singularity-artificial-intelligence-military-revolution-and-chinas-future-military-power
https://www.cbinsights.com/research/chinese-investment-us-tech-expert-research/
https://www.cbinsights.com/research/artificial-intelligence-top-startups/
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Tencent, Huawei, iFlytek, and SenseTime—are 

establishing AI laboratories and research 

partnerships in the U.S. and many leading 

Chinese AI entrepreneurs are graduates of 

top U.S. universities (South China Morning 

Post, March 25; Xinhua, April 28; Huawei). 

While Chinese tech companies are eagerly 

seeking to poach top talent from Silicon Val-

ley, Google just opened its first AI laboratory 

in China, seeking to take advantage of top AI 

talent and future human capital potential 

(Google, December 13).  

 

Although such engagement can enhance U.S. 

and Chinese innovation ecosystems to mutual 

benefit, this level of entanglement can be and 

has been exploited to advance Chinese state 

plans and priorities. However, the reality of 

national and military competition is becom-

ing increasingly apparent as China advances 

a state-driven agenda for AI development to 

enhance its economic and military competi-

tiveness. The U.S. and China possess very dif-

ferent political economies in their respective 

national approaches to AI. Certainly, it is clear 

that the locus of innovation in AI in the U.S. 

and China has largely shifted towards the pri-

vate sector. The dynamism of major Chinese 

tech companies and a growing number of 

start-ups has been a key impetus for China’s 

AI revolution. However, as AI emerges as a na-

tional priority at the high levels, the Chinese 

Party-State is seeking to ensure that the de-

velopment of AI in China follows Chinese 

Communist Party (CCP) interests and impera-

tives.  

 

As China pursues a national strategy of “inno-

vation-driven” economic development and 

military modernization, AI has emerged as a 

top-level priority. The first major plan to high-

light AI was the May 2016 “Internet Plus” Arti-

ficial Intelligence Three-Year Action Imple-

mentation Plan (MIIT, May 25, 2016). This plan 

established objectives for the creation of 

foundational infrastructure and innovation 

platforms for AI, along with the creation of an 

industry amounting to billions of RMB, by 

2018 (Xinhua, May 25, 2016). In August 2016, 

the 13th Five-Year National Science and Tech-

nology Innovation Plan (国家科技创新规划) 

launched fifteen “Science and Technology In-

novation 2030 Major Programs” (科技创新

2030—重大项目) that included both big data 

and intelligent manufacturing and robotics 

(State Council, August 8, 2016).  

 

AI appears to have emerged as a top-level 

priority in response to AlphaGo’s victory over 

Lee Sedol, which has been characterized as a 

“Sputnik moment” for China. and concerns 

over the U.S. AI agenda that appeared to be 

emerging in late 2016. The New Generation 

Artificial Intelligence Development Plan re-

leased in July represents an attempt to lead 

the world in AI by 2030, pursuing a “first-

mover advantage” to become the “premier 

global AI innovation center.” This new multi-

billion-dollar initiative will support ad-

vantages in next-generation AI technologies 

that could result in paradigm changes, includ-

ing brain-inspired neural network architec-

tures and quantum-accelerated machine 

learning. China’s objectives for advances in AI 

are divided into three stages, with 2020, 2025, 

and 2030 for first keeping pace, then reaching 

a “leading level,” and then becoming the 

world’s “premier AI innovation center.” The 

plan incorporates projects that seek to lever-

http://www.scmp.com/tech/china-tech/article/2082069/chinas-baidu-increases-us-presence-new-silicon-valley-office
http://www.scmp.com/tech/china-tech/article/2082069/chinas-baidu-increases-us-presence-new-silicon-valley-office
about:blank
http://www.huawei.com/en/news/2016/10/Huawei-UC-Berkeley-Strategic-Partnership-Research-AI
https://www.blog.google/topics/google-asia/google-ai-china-center/
http://www.miit.gov.cn/n1146290/n1146392/c4808445/content.html
http://news.xinhuanet.com/info/2016-05/26/c_135390662.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2016-08/08/content_5098072.htm
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age synergies between AI and other emerg-

ing technologies, including big data, cloud 

computing, intelligent manufacturing, robot-

ics, quantum computing, quantum communi-

cations, and brain science (State Council In-

formation Office, July 21).  

 

Although the trajectory of this ambitious 

agenda remains to be seen, the Chinese gov-

ernment’s approach to its implementation is 

starting to take shape. The New Generation 

Artificial Intelligence Development Plan and its 

associated offices are meant to promote a 

whole-of-government effort to develop AI in-

cluding civilian and military agencies (Xinhua, 

November 21).  

 

China has also launched a New Generation AI 

Strategic Advisory Commission to help coor-

dinate. In addition to senior academics, it in-

cludes prominent experts from the private 

sector as well as members from the Chinese 

military.  

 

Looking forward, a distinct dimension of AI 

development in China will be the high degree 

of linkage between civilian and military ad-

vances pursuant to an agenda for military-

civil fusion (军民融合). Although the concept 

of civil-military integration (军民结合) or mili-

tary-civil fusion is not new, it has now been 

elevated to the level of national strategy, ad-

vanced through CCP’s Military-Civil Fusion 

Development Commission (中央军民融合发

展委员会), established in early 2017 under the 

leadership of Xi Jinping himself (Xinhua, Jan-

uary 23; Xinhua, June 20, 2017). Unsurpris-

ingly, China’s new AI plan explicitly highlights 

an approach of military-civil fusion to ensure 

that advances in AI can be readily leveraged 

for national defense (State Council, July 20). 

To achieve this objective, the plan calls for 

communication and coordination among sci-

entific research institutes, universities, enter-

prises, and military industry units to ensure 

that military and civilian resources will be 

shared. The official involvement of the Central 

Military-Civil Fusion Development Commis-

sion confirms PLA involvement and the inclu-

sion of a focus on military applications of AI 

within this national agenda.  

 

Given the number of applications for AI dis-

entangling private and state or civilian and 

military efforts can be difficult. This level of 

entanglement is deliberate, provoking con-

cerns about the extent to collaboration be-

tween the U.S. and Chinese ‘private sectors’ 

could be exploited to support state or even 

military objectives. China continues to en-

courage its own AI enterprises to pursue a 

“going out” (走出去) strategy to build up in-

digenous capacity. This approach includes 

overseas mergers and acquisitions, equity in-

vestments, and venture capital, along with the 

establishment of research and development 

centers abroad. Beyond investment, such in-

cubators seek to promote the “bringing in” of 

top enterprises to advance the development 

of China’s innovation ecosystem (MoST, May 

12). Certainly, it would be overly simplistic to 

characterize all Chinese investment in the U.S. 

as linked to state or military objectives, but it 

is equally problematic to fail to recognize and 

evaluate the risks.  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.scio.gov.cn/32344/32345/35889/36946/zy36950/Document/1559032/1559032.htm
http://www.scio.gov.cn/32344/32345/35889/36946/zy36950/Document/1559032/1559032.htm
http://www.ia.cas.cn/xwzx/ttxw/201711/t20171121_4896939.html
http://news.xinhuanet.com/finance/2017-01/23/c_129458492.htm
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2017-06/20/c_1121179676.htm
http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/content/2017-07/20/content_5211996.htm
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Conclusion  

 

For the U.S. and China, AI will remain a do-

main of simultaneous cooperation and com-

petition. Chinese state plans and priorities in 

AI should prompt a reevaluation of techno-

logical entanglement that result in cases of 

exploitation of the openness of the U.S. inno-

vation ecosystem.  

 

Concurrently, it is clear that the playing field 

is not truly level for U.S. tech companies in 

China. Even as Baidu plans to tests self-driving 

cars in the U.S., U.S. tech companies have 

been banned from doing so in China, due to 

purported concerns over espionage risks.  

 

While seeking to combat the more predatory 

aspects of Chinese economic statecraft, it will 

also be critical to recognize the competitive 

advantages for the U.S. of sustaining open-

ness, exchange, and collaboration in innova-

tion. For the time being, the U.S.’s ability to 

attract top talent from around the world 

means it retains a key advantage in human 

capital. As strategic competition seemingly 

intensifies, the U.S. must recognize the com-

plexities of a new age of technological com-

petition and prioritize policies that will sup-

port and sustain innovation. 

 

Elsa B. Kania is an adjunct fellow with the 

Technology and National Security Program at 

the Center for a New American Security, where 

she focuses on Chinese defense innovation in 

emerging technologies. She is an independent 

analyst, consultant, and co-founder of the 

China Cyber and Intelligence Studies Institute 

(CCISI). She is the author of the report “Battle-

field Singularity: Artificial Intelligence, Military 

Revolution, and China’s Future Military 

Power.” You can follow her on Twitter @EB-

Kania. 
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Putinism with Chinese Char-

acteristics: the Foreign  

Origins of Xi Jinping’s Cult 

of Personality  
By Kevin Carrico 

 

Since 2012, Chinese Communist Party Chair-

man Xi Jinping has consolidated more power 

than any Chinese leader since at least Deng 

Xiaoping. This consolidation of power has co-

incided with a growing cult of personality, 

which portrays Xi as “the right leader at the 

right time” for China.  

 

Analyses of this cult often make comparisons 

to that of Mao Zedong, modern China’s 

founding figure, which dominated political 

culture in China until the late 1970s (China 

Brief, March 6, 2015). A reexamination of the 

evolution of the cult of personality around Xi, 

however, suggests that a far more appropri-

ate point of comparison is with a more recent 

figure: Russian leader Vladimir Putin.  

 

Tellingly, during a meeting between the two 

leaders in 2013, Xi commented to Putin that 

“I feel that our personalities are very similar” 

(Sohu News, March 25, 2013). Not  only are 

their personalities similar, but Xi Jinping’s cult 

of personality and the propaganda around 

him is in fact largely modeled on Putin, with 

http://cnas.org/people/elsa-b-kania
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/battlefield-singularity-artificial-intelligence-military-revolution-and-chinas-future-military-power
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/battlefield-singularity-artificial-intelligence-military-revolution-and-chinas-future-military-power
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/battlefield-singularity-artificial-intelligence-military-revolution-and-chinas-future-military-power
https://www.cnas.org/publications/reports/battlefield-singularity-artificial-intelligence-military-revolution-and-chinas-future-military-power
https://twitter.com/EBKania
https://twitter.com/EBKania
https://jamestown.org/program/a-modern-cult-of-personality-xi-jinping-aspires-to-be-the-equal-of-mao-and-deng/
https://jamestown.org/program/a-modern-cult-of-personality-xi-jinping-aspires-to-be-the-equal-of-mao-and-deng/
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little original content of its own. These obser-

vations, furthermore, have implications for 

understanding state and popular nationalism 

in China today, as well as thinking through the 

world’s response to China’s rise: the combina-

tion of Putin-style bravado with the Chinese 

surveillance state and military is a potent and 

potentially dangerous combination. 

 

Nationalist Politics and Xi Jinping 

 

Nationalism has been the cornerstone of 

state legitimacy in China since 1989, project-

ing simmering frustrations outwards. Alt-

hough operationalized to rescue the Party-

state’s reputation after Tiananmen by repre-

senting the Party as the people’s protector, 

nationalism remains an emotionally charged 

and unpredictable ideology. There has thus 

been a longstanding risk that state cultivated 

nationalism could spin out of state control. 

When nationalism serves as a primary source 

of legitimacy, failure to fully embody nation-

alist ideals can be delegitimizing.  

 

The recent strident turn in domestic and for-

eign policy, however, removes such risks by 

placing the Chinese state under Xi at the fore-

front of nationalist provocation. With the 

ADIZ in the Senkakus and the construction of 

military bases in the South China Sea, and 

with border confrontations with India and ag-

gressive pressure campaigns against South 

Korea and Taiwan, the once seemingly prag-

matic Chinese state, carefully biding its time, 

is now clearly taking the lead in non-prag-

matic policy decisions. And reports indicate 

that many of these provocative decisions 

have been made directly by one man: Xi 

Jinping (Study Times, July 28). 

 

Even when most international commentators 

were still caught in a China fantasy of Xi as a 

closet reformer busily consolidating power to 

implement political reform, many popular na-

tionalists recognized him and his China 

dream as one of their own (Caijing News, Oc-

tober 16, 2014). Supportive of, yet having a 

difficult time getting excited about earlier 

“low-energy” leaders like Hu Jintao, China’s 

outspoken nationalists have now found their 

man in Xi. 

 

Yet even as the misplaced vision of Xi as re-

former fades away, many commentators are 

still interpreting Xi primarily in comparison 

with Mao. Such comparisons, however, pro-

vide easy ammunition for apologists eager to 

normalize Xi’s reign. After all, despite the con-

tinual retrogression in the political, cultural, 

and social fields in China in recent years, we 

are still far removed from the political terror 

and mass starvation of the Maoist era.  

 

A far more apt point of comparison, and in-

deed the main source of inspiration for the 

cult of Xi, can be found instead in the cult of 

Putin.  

 

From Post-Soviet Chaos to Putin’s Power 

 

“The Soviet Union’s today is our tomorrow.” 

In the six decades since its first articulation, 

this Mao-era slogan has served as a source of 

both promise and anxiety.  

 

From 1991, the collapse of the Soviet Union 

has been portrayed in China as a tragedy to 

be avoided: destabilization, uncertainty, and 

chaos contrast with the stability and rapid 

http://cpc.people.com.cn/BIG5/n1/2017/0728/c64094-29433685.html
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economic growth realized in China during 

those years under the Party’s leadership (Peo-

ple’s Daily, December 12, 2014). Only with 

Putin’s rise to power and the attendant return 

to authoritarianism has the tone of reports 

shifted, representing Putin as a strong, deci-

sive leader who realizes stability and thus 

prosperity for his people while also standing 

up defiantly against “the west” (People’s 

Daily, September 7, 2005). 

 

Chinese state media narratives of both post-

Soviet chaos and Putin’s power serve a com-

mon interest- rationalizing authoritarian rule 

as the right choice. Yet these media portrayals 

have had broader and unexpected effects on 

popular opinion in China. Nationalists see 

Putin as a “real man” who stands up even 

more strongly against “the west” than China’s 

own leaders (Global Times, January 11, 2014; 

Global Times, March 7, 2014; Global Times, 

December 15, 2017). According to a 2015 Pew 

poll, China was one of only two nations out-

side of Russia where a majority of respond-

ents viewed Putin favorably- 54 percent ap-

proved of Putin (Pew Global, August 5, 2015). 

Another poll by In Touch Today, a Chinese 

online news service, produced jarring results 

of 92 percent approval for Putin among re-

spondents (In Touch Today, March 22, 2014).  

 

Chinese state media portrayals of Russia’s 

post-Soviet path, intended to legitimize con-

tinued authoritarianism under CCP rule, have 

had the unintended effect of generating de-

mand for enhanced authoritarianism, in the 

form of a Putin-style strongman leader at the 

top of the CCP. The cult of Xi, emerging since 

2012, responds to this demand. 

 

Xi Jinping: Shanzhai Putin 

 

Xi Jinping’s consolidation of political power 

and cult of personality bear telling resem-

blances to Putin’s.  

 

Putin came to power at a self-described deci-

sive moment, promising to clean up Russia af-

ter the wild 1990s, battling corruption and ol-

igarchs’ control. This process enabled a rapid 

consolidation of power: while corruption was 

not eliminated, anyone who wanted to con-

tinue to have influence needed to pledge 

their allegiance to him. Xi Jinping also came 

to power at a self-declared decisive moment, 

promising to clean up the Party and reinstate 

order: corruption would “doom the Party and 

the country” (China Cadre Learning Network, 

October 28, 2016). This process also enabled 

a rapid consolidation of power: while corrup-

tion still has not been eliminated, anyone who 

wants to have a political career in China now 

must vow allegiance to Xi.  

 

These initial parallels could simply be the re-

sult of common modes of self-representation 

among strongmen leaders. Yet with the me-

dia firmly under each leader’s control, curious 

similarities have emerged in the leadership 

cults of Putin and Xi.  

 

 In 2002, a song “A Man Like Putin” 

quickly rose to the top of Russia’s 

charts, bemoaning a boyfriend’s bad 

behavior and seeking solace in the 

idea of finding a man like Putin. [1] In 

2016, a song entitled “If you’re going 

to get married, marry a man like Papa 

Xi” also generated millions of clicks on 

the internet in China. The song’s lyrics 

http://history.people.com.cn/BIG5/n/2014/1212/c372329-26198074.html
http://history.people.com.cn/BIG5/n/2014/1212/c372329-26198074.html
http://www.people.com.cn/GB/paper68/15657/1384965.html
http://www.people.com.cn/GB/paper68/15657/1384965.html
http://world.huanqiu.com/people/2014-01/4745831.html
http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2014-03/4884929.html
http://opinion.huanqiu.com/editorial/2017-12/11450347.html
http://www.pewglobal.org/2015/08/05/russia-putin-held-in-low-regard-around-the-world/
http://view.news.qq.com/original/intouchtoday/n2740.html
http://zt.ccln.gov.cn/lzqh/duj/49302-all.shtml
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declare, “If you’re going to get mar-

ried, marry a man like Xi; A real man 

who is full of pride, and whose bones 

are made of iron” (Youtube, February 

28, 2016). 

 

 In December of 2013, Xi Jinping fa-

mously enjoyed a humble 21 RMB 

meal of steamed buns at a local res-

taurant. This seemingly unprece-

dented stunt generated widespread 

media reports and even a fawning folk 

song (Xinhua, December 28, 2013; 

News 163, January 23, 2014). In 2006, 

in fact, Putin had engaged in a similar 

media stunt during a visit to Dresden, 

Germany, standing alone in the corner 

of a café with coffee and cake (Kremlin 

English, October 11, 2006).  

 

 A song of praise for Xi entitled “How 

Should I Address You?” (Youtube, Oc-

tober 26, 2016) performed by mem-

bers of the Miao ethnic minority, bears 

similarities to a Tajik’s song of praise 

for the Russian leader, entitled “VVP” 

(Putin’s initials) (Asia Plus, May 3, 

2012). 

 

Many of the defining moments in Xi’s cult of 

personality are in fact directly copied from 

Putin’s: the real man women want to marry, 

the man of action who is also a man of the 

people, the leader loved by people of all eth-

nicities.  

 

Beyond these common representations, there 

are a jarring number of parallels between the 

rule of Putin and Xi:  

 

 Vigilance against the imagined threat 

of orchestrated “color revolutions” 

(Putin first weaponized such paranoia 

in what Robert Horvath has called 

“preventive counter-revolution”) justi-

fying a crackdown on media and 

NGOs [2] 

 Xi’s penchant for “tough talk,” mod-

eled on Putin-isms, accompanied by a  

newfound assertiveness in military af-

fairs, demonstrated in the South China 

and East China Seas, as well as in ten-

sions with South Korea, India, and Tai-

wan (parallel to Putin’s military ag-

gression) 

 Xi’s penchant for long speeches (par-

allel to Putin’s lengthy television ses-

sions)  

 Growing speculation that Xi will not 

name a successor and will stay in 

power for decades (comparable to 

Putin’s endless reign)  

 Promotion of a unique China path or 

“China solution” against “the West” 

(parallel to the “Russia path” pro-

moted by Putin)  

 

Although Xi is being presented to the Chinese 

people as the right man at the right time for 

China, in reality Xi’s leadership persona is 

largely derived from Putin’s propaganda cam-

paigns. Xi is a shanzhai Putin- a relatively 

faithful imitation with few unique characteris-

tics.  

 

Conclusion: Putin, Redux? 

 

Seeking to legitimize the continuation of Chi-

nese Communist Party rule in a post-com-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wwNPj8u3XHg
http://news.xinhuanet.com/politics/2013-12/28/c_118748144.htm
http://news.163.com/14/0123/04/9J8FEFAL00014AED.html
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/36421
http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/news/36421
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_qJ6k7acN_s
http://news.tj/en/news/tajik-singer-dedicates-his-second-song-vladimir-putin
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munist era, Chinese state media representa-

tions have manufactured demand for a Putin-

like strongman leader. The cult of Xi responds 

to this demand, winning the unprecedentedly 

eager support of political factions as diverse 

as New Leftists and far-right traditionalist na-

tionalists. The Xi cult’s derivative relationship 

to the Putin cult has important implications 

for understanding the Chinese state’s rela-

tionship to Chinese society and the wider 

world.  

 

First, examining the state’s relationship to so-

ciety, there is an ongoing debate over 

whether the Chinese Communist Party exer-

cises control over popular nationalist politics 

or is gradually coming under the influence of 

said politics. The cult of strongman Xi sug-

gests that both may be true. On the one hand, 

the cult clearly indicates state responsiveness 

to popular nationalist imperatives: it is not a 

purely top-down officially structured phe-

nomenon, but also responds to public opin-

ion and allows space for individuals to act out 

their own spontaneous expressions of loyalty 

to Xi, constructed in the vision of the sought 

after strong leader. Yet this responsiveness to 

public opinion is always based on the goal of 

exercising ever-greater political control.  

  

Second, this analysis has broader implications 

for examining China’s increasingly tense rela-

tionship with the outside world. Following his 

“cleanup” of the political system, vanquishing 

of opponents, and consolidation of power, 

Putin’s regime engaged in escalating military 

adventurism, with the Russia-Georgia war of 

2008 and the annexation of Crimea in 2014. 

Each of these military campaigns further 

boosted the Russian leader’s already sky-high 

approval ratings. [3] Considering Xi’s imita-

tion of Putin’s path thus far, these trends 

highlight the need for increased vigilance 

from the people of Taiwan, Japan, India, and 

the Southeast Asian nations adjacent to the 

South China Sea. True to the derivative nature 

of Xi’s Putin-play, these nations have already 

begun witnessing unprecedented threats, 

militarization, and aggression in recent years. 

 

Despite reliably tough talk on military issues 

for decades, China’s leaders have generally 

been known for their relative pragmatism in 

practice. The new combination of Putin-style 

bravado with the Chinese surveillance state 

and military is a potent and potentially dan-

gerous mixture. Putin’s path and Xi’s imita-

tion, explicitly appealing to aggressive popu-

lar nationalism to exercise greater popular 

control, suggests that “pragmatism” in the Xi 

era already means something very different 

from previous eras. Democracies in the region 

and across the world must be prepared for 

new (but not necessarily original) challenges 

in what Xi has ironically called “the new era.”  

 

Kevin Carrico is Lecturer in Chinese Studies at 

Macquarie University and the author of The 

Great Han: Race, Nationalism, and Tradition 

in China Today. 
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