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he Chinese Communist Party (CCP) recently celebrated its 100th anniversary with much fanfare. To understand the
partys hundred-year marathon, we should start with the collapse of millennia of Chinas imperial rule, ending with the
demise of the Qing (1636-1912).

 






According to Contours of the World Economy, 1-2030 A.D.
by Angus Maddison, (Oxford University Press, 2007),
China accounted for an oversized proportion of the world
economy and had remained one of the worlds most powerful kingdoms during successive dynasties: Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-200 A.D.)  26%; Tang Dynasty (618- 
907 A.D.)  58%; Song Dynasty (906-1279 A.D.)  as 
much as 80% at its height; Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368 
A.D.)  30-35%; Ming Dynasty (1368-1644 A.D.) 45-55%; 
Qing Dynasty (1644-1912 A.D.) 35% but finally declin- 

ing to 10%.

Despite its glorious past, the tail-end of the Qing

Dynasty was marked by systemic corruption, fossilized

ineptitude, technological backwardness, and fatally hu
bris in blissful ignorance of the Wests Industrial Revo
lution, technological and military advances, and quest

for colonies and markets.
China soon paid a heavy and ignominious price, including the First and Second Opium Wars (1839-42) (1856-60), the First Japanese War (1894-95), the Eight-Nation Alliance

 





invasion (1900) (Germany, Japan, Russia, Britain, France, the US, Italy, and
Austria-Hungary), looting and destruction of the Qing imperial summer palace (Yuanming Yuan), cession of territories, concessions under foreign jurisdiction, and gigantic war-reparations to
foreign victors.


The overthrow of the Qing Dynasty in
1912 was followed by Nationalist
(Kuomintang (KMT)) warlords carving
up the country into spheres of influence
for personal gains.
In 1917, China entered World War I
in support of the Allies by sending
140,000 Chinese laborers to
the Western Front. However, in blatant
disregard of Chinas claims, the Westdominated 1919 Treaty of Versailles
awarded the German occupation rights
in Chinas Shandong Province to Japan.
The realization of how weak, disunited, and vulnerable China had become sparked off massive anti-imperialist, cultural, and political student
protests in Beijing on May 4, 1919.
The protests quickly developed into
a nationwide patriotic May Fourth
Movement demanding fundamental reforms for the nations survival. This
resonated with the rise of anti-imperialist and grassroots Marxism, championed by the Communist International


under the nascent Soviet Union. Aided
by the latter, the CCP was founded on
July 23, 1921 with 50-60 members.


The fledging CCP saw fit to work with
the hugely corrupt Nationalists to first
defeat the warlords in the north. As the
KMT leadership split in 1927, Chiang
Kai-shek, alarmed by growing
grassroots support for the CCP,
launched a deadly witch hunt against

the Communists, followed by a full
scale civil war between 1930-34, when
the CCP was led by Mao Zedong as
chairman. In the face of overwhelming
KMT forces numbering 700,000 strong
in a final kill, Mao decided to break out
of the encirclement to embark on a Long
March on October 16, 1934 to Yanan in
Shaanxi, a remote mountain destination, to recoup. By some estimates, the
journey, mostly under cover of darkness,
stretched across 12,500 kms (25,000
li), meandering through 24 rivers and
18 mountain ranges, many snowcapped.
A disastrous ambush by the Nationalists near the Hsiang River cost
the Communists 50,000 lives, decimating half of their strength. Suffering starvation, aerial bombardment, and almost daily skirmishes with Nationalist
forces, the March, tactically broken into
several columns and directions, made it
to Yanan on October 19, 1935, with less
than 7,000 soldiers among the original
100,000 who started the march.



The Second Sino-Japanese War (19371945) was a full-scale Japanese invasion, as Japan sought domination of



 




CCP attempted to wear out KMT forces
as much as possible. This tactic worked.
After a year, the power balance markedly shifted to the CCP.
On October 1, 1949, Mao
Zedong proclaimed the founding of
the Peoples Republic of China
(PRC) with Beijing as capital. Chiang
Kai-shek with approximately two million Nationalist soldiers retreated to
the island of Taiwan, proclaiming
Taipei as the temporary capital of the
Republic of China.




China as part of a wider Pacific
advance for the Second World War.
The Nationalists and the Communists decided to fight together against
the Japanese in a Second United
Front. Assisted by America, the Nationalists were far better equipped and
supplied. The Communists, however,
were supported by the majority of suffering Chinese people in the vast countryside.
In the face of Japans superior war
machine, the KMT army, plagued by
internecine rivalry, suffered heavy
losses. The Japanese, however, were
caught in a deepening quagmire of playing cat-and-mouse with the Communist guerrillas and regular armies. Major head-on battles were fought against
the Japanese by both the KMT and the
Communists, involving heavy bloodshed and much cruelty.
Japans attack on Pearl Harbor
numbered the days of Japans invasion
of China. As the Third Reich withered
and the end of the Second World War
 

was imminent, the curtain was brought
down with Russias invasion of Japancontrolled Manchuria and the USs
dropping of atomic bombs on
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

  

As a champion for the poor and underprivileged, the CCP grew from strength
to strength. As the war ended, the Red
Army had grown to more than 1.3 million members, with a separate militia
of over 2.6 million.
A civil war between the two parties
finally resumed, termed the War of
Liberation by the Communists. On
July 20, 1946, Chiang Kai-shek
launched a large-scale assault on Communist territory in North China with
113 brigades (a total of 1.6 million soldiers).
Deploying a passive defense strategy, the CCP avoided frontal battles.
Relying on peoples overwhelming support in the surrounding countryside, the

By then, Chinas economy, with a sixth
of the world population, shrank to only
5% of the global economy (comparable
to Indias 4.2% in 1950).
Consumed with unrealistic targets,
Maos Great Leap Forward campaign
(1958-62) ended in the Great Chinese
Famine of 1959-61. This ignited considerable intra-party revisionist opposition. So critical was the perceived
threat that Mao launched a nationwide
Cultural Revolution (1966-76) spearheaded by young Red Guards to purge
the country of revisionist elements.
This plunged the nation into deep political and socioeconomic revulsions.
Maos death in 1976 was followed by
Deng Xiaopings Reform and Opening
Up policy in 1978. This drew confidence from earlier success of his household responsibility experiments, combining collectivism with private enterprise.
Unbridled economic gains soon led
to inflation, corruption, nepotism, and a
lack of accountability. The death of proreform CPC leader Hu Yao-bang
sparked off massive student protests in
Tiananmen Square beginning in April
1989, echoed by similar protests in
many cities. These came to an unhappy
ending on June 4, 1989. As a result,
China was ostracized by the West, led
by the US, which further exacerbated
the nations ills.



Relations with the US and the rest of
the world soon normalized, following



of the CCP has the goal of becoming a
moderately well-off nation by 2021.
This goal has largely been achieved.
After lifting 800 million Chinese
people out of poverty, representing 60%
of the global total, China now claims to
have lifted all of its people out of extreme poverty, using the poverty line of
$2.30 a dayslightly above the World
Banks lowest threshold of $1.90.
Nearly everyone completes compulsory
schooling, matching the average level in
high-income countries. There is almost
universal access to electricity and safe
drinking water. The child mortality rate
has plummeted, according to the UN.

Perceived authoritarianism and
Beijings centenary celebrations continpast political upheavals notwithstandued to remind the nation of its two cening, achieving decades of the economic
tenary goals under the leadership of the
miracle and effective governance delivCCP. The first centenary of the founding
ering tangible results, the
CCP remains highly le
gitimate and popular

among the Chinese
people, scoring one of
the highest global ratings in terms of
peoples support of
their government, according to a recent
Harvard
Kennedy
School report.

President Nixons surprise visit to meet
Chairman Mao in 1972, as a strategy to
isolate and to confront the USSR, then
Americas arch-enemy. Soon afterward,
the US formally recognized the PRC as
the nation representing China in the
UN, ditching the KMT in Taiwan.
Seeing Chinas future development
goals, Deng doubled down on Chinas
reform and opening-up strategy with
his southern tour in 1992.
Hoping that bringing China into the
World Trade Organization would usher
in a more liberal China, the US eventually supported Chinas formal accession
on December 11, 2001.
China soon became the factory of
the world. There were enthused talks
of Chimerica, where the economies of
both China and America were supposed

to join at the hip. Good times dont last.
As China grows in global clout, its
assertiveness in the South China Sea,
lax treatment of intellectual property,
and state-sponsored capitalism are
seen as running foul with the US-led
world liberal order. China is thought to
be eating Americas lunch in a Great
Power rivalry. The China Threat
rhetoric is being hyped to a crescendo,
with a 360% bipartisan pushback with
Western allies, covering multiple domains including denial of access to critical technologies such as high-end semiconductor chips.


The second centenary
in 2049 is that of
the founding of the
PRC, at which point,
China aims to become
a strong, democratic,
civilized, harmonious,
and modern socialist
country. The desire to
be amongst the worlds
great powers is evident. The road ahead,
however, looks bumpy
with massive headwinds. Aging demographics, burgeoning
debt, productivity
bottlenecks, income inequality, water scarcity, environmental
degradation, and technological dead-ends
are compounded with a
world turning more


 


hostile towards China. While fully
aware of these headwinds, Beijing, however, sees that the next few decades
would present perhaps a once-in-a-century development opportunity.
The developed world is giving way to
the developing economies, of which Asia
especially China, remains economically
ascendant. Nine of the top ten busiest
container ports are in Asia, with seven
in China. Despite zero-sum decoupling,
China remains at the core of a globallyconnected and inter-dependent supply
and value chain, to be reinforced by a
reformed Belt and Road Initiative and
a digitized global economy.
Chinas worsening demographics
are manageable with advancements in
robotics, retiring age adjustment, and a
digitized labor force. Backed by a vast
reservoir of human capital, including
more than 40% of graduates in Science,
Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM), Chinas indigenous
innovation is likely to bear fruit in targeted technologies. According to the
South China Morning Post of July 16,
2021, China is set to overtake the US on
research and development spending by
2025.
Chinas urbanization rate is to increase from 60.6% in 2019 to 65%, doubling Chinas consumer middle-class to
800 million by 2035. All cities with a
population of half a million and above
will be connected by high-speed rail,
doubling the existing massive network

(already two-thirds of the worlds total)
to 70,000 km over the next 15 years.
Part and parcel of the second centenary
goal is a beautiful, greener China,
with pledges of peak carbon emission by
2030 and carbon neutrality by 2060.

 
The CCP has gained confidence and
conviction since Deng Xiaoping
launched the Reform and Opening Up
strategy in 1978, sticking to a proven
strategy of crossing the river by first
feeling the stepping stones. Drastically
new ideas are first tried out in a controlled and limited way before rolling
out nationally.

This strategy learns from the collapse of the former USSR, hastened by
imposing an America-inspired quick
fix formula of transforming both the
economy (perestroika) and politics
(glasnost), all within 500 days.
The CCPs leadership is served by a
well-tried system of a highly competitive meritocracy based on decades of
track record in a variety of roles. Many
of these roles, like being Party Secretary of a province larger than some
countries, involve complex political and
administrative skills. The leadership is
kept on its toes by having to reinvent
itself continuously to stay ahead of the
times. President Xi himself worked his
way up this way. He wasnt pre-designated or pre-ordained.
With emerging failings of
adversarial Western democracies in
addressing domestic and international
conflicts, the CCP becomes even more
convinced with Dengs black and white
cat theorythat whatever cat that
catches mice is good.
China has the term democracy enshrined in its Constitution and, indeed,
in its Second Centenary Goal. Under
President Xi, the imperative of People
First is repeatedly stressed. If the ultimate object of democracy is to transform the lives of most of the people for
the better, then China is well served by
the CCP. The Chinese people have no
reason to swallow Americas one-tastefor-all Coca-Cola formula, as Foreign
Minister Wang Yi recently quipped.
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