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9 Elite recruitment and the duality
of the Chinese party-state

The mobility of Western-educated
returnee elites in China, 1978-2008

Chien-wen Kou

According to China’s official statistics, from 1978 to 2007 a total of 1,211,700
Chinese students and scholars studied abroad—most in Western countries—and
about one-quarter of this group returned to China after completing their period of
overseas study or research.! Many of these returnees work in universities and
research institutes, state-owned companies, and private enterprises. Some even
became part of the ruling elite group.” With the rapid expansion of the returnee
group, the role of Western-educated returnees in China’s modernization process
merits attention.

During the past three decades, scholars have discussed many issues relating to
overseas and returned Chinese students. With the progress of economic and political
development in the reform era, new themes have gradually appeared in the litera-
ture. The first issue is the brain drain occurring from China to Western countries due
to the fact that most Chinese students have not returned after finishing their studies
abroad. Factors affecting students’ decisions to return or not return—for example,
political stability, individual freedom, family backgrounds, career development,
salary, and research facilities>—have been examined in various studies.

The literature also discusses reverse brain drain, a process that occurs when
the number of returnees increases continuously, as resulted from China’s rapid
economic growth after the 1990s and from the 1992 adoption of the “come and go
freely” (lai qu ziyou) policy toward returnees. This literature explores China’s
strategies to encourage the return of overseas Chinese professionals, tactics such
as providing preferential financial support to returnees and easing the restrictions
on returning. The literature also investigates the status and mobility of returnees
in China’s higher education.*

Transnational human capital has become a new focus in the literature in the past
several years, particularly after China’s 2001 appeal to overseas Chinese profes-
sionals that they could serve their homeland without returning to China perma-
nently. This particular literature has examined returned scholars’ research and
teaching performance, as well as their ability to bring benefits to their universities,
and has analyzed the activities in which overseas Chinese professionals are
encouraged to engage, such as lecturing and establishing businesses in China.?

With few exceptions, little attention is currently being directed to those
Western-educated returnees serving in public offices.® They are a special group
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among Chinese elites, with the advanced knowledge in technology, management,
and other fields that is urgently needed for China’s modernization. However, due
to their overseas experiences in the West, these returnees, as potential carriers of
democratic values, may eventually soften one-party rule in China. In the recruit-
ment of elites, how does the ruling Chinese Communist Party (CCP) reconcile this
possible tension between political loyalty and professional expertise as it seeks to
achieve the dual goals of regime stability and economic growth? This issue is
crucial to the survival of the communist regime.

This chapter identifies China’s recruitment of Western-educated returnees
into the party-state as promotion with reservation. Many returnees are appointed
by the CCP as ranking cadres for economic development; however, these
appointees not only face political obstacles to advancing upward mobility but also
find that their promotion channels and workplaces are limited. The CCP needs
returnees’ professional expertise for development, but is concerned about the
threat Western democratic values pose to regime stability. Accordingly, the CCP
recruils returnees with reservation.,

This chapter 1s divided into four parts. The first part illustrates the effect of the
duality of the Chinese party-state on the recruitment pattern of Western-educated
retumee elites. The second part addresses the research design of this study. In the
third part, the focus turns to analyzing returnee elites’ overseas study experiences,
primarily their academic fields and purpose of foreign study. In the fourth part,
this study analyzes returnee elites’ political mobility in terins of rank promotions,
office categories, and party affiliation. This study also examines the differences in
mobility paths among various returnee elite groups.

The nature of the Chinese party-state and elite recruitment

Elite recruitment, including both eligibility for elite status and selection to specific
elite positions, is a crucial function of a political system.” it reflects the dominant
political values of the political system, particularly the preferences of the screening
institutions and the distribution of political influence among social groups. Elite
recruitment also affects avenues for political participation and status by making
certain credentials and resources more important than others, while also affecting
the stability of the system.? In other words, the nature of a political system affects
the pattern of elite recruitment, which in turn provides clues with which to eval-
uate change and stability of the system in the years to come. Following this logic,
this section will first illustrate the nature of the Chinese party-state and then
discuss its impact on the recruitment pattern of returnee elites.

Regime nature: capitalist developmentalism and post-totalitarianism

The Chinese party-state in the reform era is both capitalist developmental and
post-totalitarian. The duality of the Chinese party-state is precisely reflected in
the phrase “one center and two basic points,” which was officially adopted by the
CCP in 1987. The Party has treated economic development as the central task of
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the present era, simultancously advancing both the four cardinal principles
and the policy of reform and opening. Although he lacked a complete blueprint
of reform, Deng Xiaoping did have clear goals: to push forward China’s
economic modernization and to preserve the CCP’s grip on power. These two
goals profoundly shaped the nature of the party-state in the reform era and then
affected its recruitment policy.

Facing the catastrophe caused by the Cultural Revolution, in 1978 Deng
Xiaoping shifted the party line from continuous revolution to economic develop-
ment. Because state planning had become more associated with stagnation than
with growth, Deng searched for a new development model. Using state-driven
industrial policies to expand the private economic sector, the CCP gradually
installed a state capitalist economy.” In order to carry out reform policies, the CCP
abolished the system of life-tenure for leading cadres and recruited younger
and better-educated technocrats. The rise of technocrats has become a striking
phenomenon in today’s China.'’

Accordingly, the Chinese party-state shares some features with the East Asian
developmental model." Key components in the East Asian experiences—such as
development-minded top leaders, economic technocrats, state autonomy from
society, and legitimization by performance in rapid economic growth-—can be
found in the Chinese model, though significant differences between China
and East Asian countries do exist, as the introductory chapter of this book has
stated.

Developmentalism 1s but one characteristic of the Chinese party-state, which
also possesses a post-totalitarian trait.'”” The CCP’s enthusiasm for communist
utopia has gradually been replaced by economic development, as exemplified
by the evolution of official ideology from the systematic interpretation of
“the primary state of socialism” (shehuizhuyi chuji jieduan) in the report to the
13th Party Congress in 1987 to the addition of “three represents” (sange daibiao)
into the Party Charter in 2002. The intensity and extensiveness of massive
political movements for rectifying the Party and its working style (zhengdang
zhengfeng) have also declined significantly in the reform era.' Further, leadership
replacement and collective decision-making 1n the power center have been
institutionalized to a certain extent."

Meanwhile, the CCP has refused to replace the socialist political establishment
by Western democratic institutions. The Party has retained its control over
personnel appointments, the repressive apparatus, and major mass media. The
CCP also firmly represses autonomous social forces that may threaten its rule,
such as Falungong. In order to defend its one-party rule, the CCP has built up a
theory of socialist democracy with particularly Chinese characteristics.'® Political
reforms, such as administrative innovation, streamlining, and intra-party democ-
racy, must be subject to the leading role of the CCP. These phenomena demon-
strate that the Chinese party-state has post-totalitarian traits such as political
monopoly, the penetration of the state into civil society, the waning role of
communist utopia in guiding national development, the institutionalization of
collective leadership, and the decline of mass mobilization in scale and frequency.
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Elite recruitment: promotion with reservation

The deductive consequence of the duality of the Chinese party-state on the recruit-
ment pattern of Western-educated elites is promotion with reservation. Chinese
leaders are willing to place these returnees in ranking posts but, at the same time,
aim to prevent them from potentially destabilizing the regime by limiting their
opportunities to hold posts that are strategically important to the survival of
the regime. Returnees possess advanced knowledge and professional expertise.
The CCP definitely welcomes returnees serving their homeland for development;
after all, this is the main reason that China opened the door of foreign study to
young students and scholars.

However, from the perspective of the CCP, Western-educated returnees may,
nonetheless, have the potential to destabilize the regime. The inclusion of new
elites is a key element for an organization to cope with environmental changes.
While the cooperation of new clites allows an organization to obtain new expertise
and resources that may increase its chance of survival, this strategy of adaptation
may also endanger the organization if these co-opted elites do not accept its goals.'®
The CCP faces such a dilemma when it recruits Western-educated talents. Due to
their exposure to democratic life during the period of foreign study, these recruits
may come to be sympathetic to Western democratic values, which are in conflict
with the political values of the communist regime.'” The expectation of many
Westerners 1s that these Chinese returnees not only have learned science and tech-
nology but also have come to understand, if not accept, the cultural and political
values of their host countries. Accordingly, the CCP fears the subtle evolution of
the socialist regime by the influence of the West on returnees.'® This concern is not
simply unwarranted anxiety. The cultivation of American political values into
elites of other nations by means of ideological persuasion and transnational learning
could and would alleviate the cost that the United States would pay to achieve its
foreign policy goals via material inducement and sanctions.'® Accordingly, it is a
central concern for the CCP to reduce this political risk in the process of recruiting
Western-educated returnees into the cohort of ruling political elites.

Under these circumstances, the upward mobility of Western-educated returnee
elites in China must depend on both professional expertise and political reliability,
two considerations reflected in the Party’s criteria for selection of these elites.
Returnees are more likely to occupy certain types of ranking posts, such as heads
ot technical ministries in the government and directors of major universities. They
usually play a leadership role in limited functional areas such as education, science
and technology, finance, foreign trade, and foreign affairs. Nevertheless, they
seldom work in organization, propaganda, ideology, and military and national
security organs and are less likely to become top leaders in the regime. Further-
more, certain returnee groups, such as those who have studied abroad for short
periods, those who have studied the natural sciences and economics and manage-
ment, those receiving public financial support for foreign study, and those who
have been visiting scholars and trainees, are relatively more welcome than other
returnees to enter the ruling group.?
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This pattern of promotion with reservation in China is distinguished from
the normal recruitment pattern under the totalitarian/post-totalitarian state and
from the pattern under the developmental state. The recruitment pattern under the
totalitarian/post-totalitarian state can be best labeled as reservation. In the Soviet
Union, Eastern Europe, and pre-reform China, the Party seldom sent significant
numbers of students and scholars to the West for study and research, due to the
belief in the superiority of the socialist system over the capitalist, both economi-
cally and politically. For example, from the 1950s to the 1970s, China sent limited
numbers of students to Western countries, and those who went were sent with the
purpose of foreign language education.”’ During this time period, returnees could
not enter the leadership of the Party and the government, although some were
active in the fields of foreign affairs, higher education, and technology.”

Under the East Asian developmental state, Western-educated returnees face
fewer political barriers to entry into the ruling elite group, and thus the recruitment
pattern can be described as promotion. For example, Taiwan and South Korea
maintained close military, economic, and political relationships with the United
States after World War I1. These ties provided the foundation for young talents
of these East Asian countries to study in the United Sates and other Western
countries. In order to expedite economic growth, authoritarian rulers in these
countries offered many policies to attract their Western-educated students to serve
their homeland.? In addition, close ties with the United States made authoritarian
rulers in these two East Asian countries politically less suspicious of and less
resistant to Western-educated returnces. Many returnees were thus appointed to
hold strategic, critical positions in both the government and the party apparatus. In
Taiwan, many returnee-turned-officials served in both the government and the
Kuomintang party apparatus and played a positive role in democratization.”
In Korea, a significant proportion of ruling political elites from the 1960s to the
1970s had also had foreign study experiences.”

Definition, sources of data, methodology

Having indicated the effect of regime nature on the recruitment of Western-
educated returnee elites, this section defines the concept of Western-educated
returnee elites and describes the sources of data. Following the strategy of posi-
tional analysis,” this chapter defines Western-educated returnee elites as civilian
officials born in China who have spent at least three months in Western countries
for study, training or research, and have held a post at the vice-minister level or
above in the Party apparatus, the government, the judicial system, the People’s
Congress, the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), offi-
cial mass organizations, major state-owned enterprises, or major universities and
research institutes in the period from January 1979 to April 2008.

This study adopts a loose definition of returnee elites for the purpose of com-
parison and contrast. This definition sets the minimum requirement of foreign study
length at three months, shorter than Cheng Li’s one-year requirement.”” This signif-
icantly increases the number of returnees under analysis and aliows the study to
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compare the mobility of returnee elites with various foreign study experiences, from
short-term training to doctoral degrees. Returnees with a leadership post in the
People’s Congress, the Chinese Political Consultative Conference, official mass
organizations, democratic parties, and major universitics and research institutes are
included, although their political role is mainly ritual or policy-consultative.

In order to depict the impact of the dual traits of the Chinese state on the mobility
patiern of Western-educated returnee elites in the reform era, this chapter will
engage in two kinds of comparison. The first kind of comparison targets the differ-
ences in mobility pattern among various returnee elite subgroups. The second kind
of comparison focuses on the differences in career pattern between returnee elites
and nationwide ranking cadres. Due to the unavailability of complete and system-
atic information about the mobility trends of the latter group, the chapter will
instead use incumbent provincial leaders or other elite groups as the reference.

The biographical data in this study are primarily drawn from these sources:
(1) the Chinese political elite database (http:/ics.nccu.edu.tw/chinaleaders/index.
htm) constructed by the author since December 2003; (2) official websites of minis-
tries, commissions, the People’s Bank of China and administrations of the State
Council, 31 provinces, major universities, and research institutes; (3) official websites
of People’s Daily (http://edu.people.com.cn) and Xinhua News Agency (http:/www.
xinhuanet.com). The biographical data were last updated in mid-April 2008. Some
biographical histories are incomplete, due to the unavailability of information.

[n order to present the CCP’s preference of recruiting Western-educated returnee
elites, this study analyzes the following types of data: (1) major fields of foreign
study, (2) purposes of foreign study, (3) workplace types, (4) rank promotions, and
(5) party affiliation. Major fields are composed of four types, including natural
sciences and engineering, economics and management, social sciences, and
humanities. Returnees’ purposes of foreign study are divided into five categories:
visiting scholars, training, bachelor degree, master’s degree, and doctoral degree.
If a returnee has gone to Western countries several times for various purposes, he
is classified into the category of highest degree obtained abroad. The classification
for those who studied abroad without obtaining a degree is based on the purpose of
foreign study which has the longest duration. Returnees’ workplaces are classified
into four categories, including party, government (including the judicial system),
major universities and research institutions, and peripheral organizations (including
democratic parties, mass organizations, major state-owned enterprises and the
People’s Congress and the CPPCC). These office types represent returnee elites’
mobility channels. Rank promotions indicate the first year to hold posts ranking at
the vice-minister, minister, and leader levels, respectively. When a returnee holds
some posts of different ranking levels, only the highest one is counted. This vari-
able records returnee elites” upward escalation. The last variable under analysis is
party affiliation, including CCP members and non-CCP members.

After collecting and compiling data, this study obtained the biographical hlstory
of 315 retired and incumbent officials who qualified for the definition of returnee
elites. Their share in the whole elite population ranking at the vice-minister level
and above in 1979-2008 should remain small because the number of ranking
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cadres is usually over 2,000 per year.”® Although Western-educated returnee elites
are a small proportion of Chinese political elites, the statistical results clearly
show the pattern of promotion with reservation.

Returnee elites’ foreign study experiences

Major fields of foreign study

Now the focus moves to analysis of the returnee elites’ foreign study experiences
in terms of major fields and purposes of foreign study. Since returnees’ purpose of
foreign study is highly correlated with their duration of foreign study, this chapter
does not discuss the latter. A returnee usually spends four years or longer overseas
if his purpose of foreign study is to obtain a doctoral degree. On the contrary, a
visiting scholar or trainee seldom stays overseas longer than one year, uniess he
has been abroad several times.

As Table 9.1 shows, at the vice-minister rank level, returnees with natural
sciences and economics majors overwhelmingly outnumber those majoring in
social sciences and humanities. The joint percentage of the former two majors
ranges between 75.1 percent and 100 percent in the past three decades. However,
the share of returnee elites with natural sciences majors shrinks from 100.0 percent
to 47.8 percent in the past two decades, while the percentage of those with an
economics background increases from 0.0 percent to 32.8 percent. Those majoring
in social sciences and humanities constitute 14-21 percent of the entire returnee
elites after the late-1980s. The major fields of returnee elites at the minister and
the leader rank levels are not analyzed because their majors, as well as their
purpose of foreign study, do not change in the process of upward mobility.

Table 9.1 Returnee elites’ major fields

Major fields Period Total

1979-83 198488 1989-93 1994-98 1999-03 2004-08

Natural sciences N 7 11 16 37 44 32 147
and engineering % 100.0%  68.8% 76.2% 71.2% 543% 47.8% 602%
Economicsand N 0 1 2 6 20 22 51
management % 0.0% 63% 95% 11.5% 24.7% 32.8% 20.9%
Social sciences N 0 2 2 3 10 9 27

% 0.0% 12.5% 9.5% 58% 123% 149% 11.1%
Humanities N 0 2 1 6 7 3 19

% 0.0% 12.5% 48% 11.5% 8.6% 4.5% 7.8%
Total N 7 16 21 52 81 67 244

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

*N refers to the number of returnees holding a vice-minister level post for the first time in a2 period
interval.
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The statistical results clearly indicate the recruitment pattern of promotion with
reservation. On the one hand, the Party’s preference to recruit returnees trained in
natural sciences, engineering, economics, and management reveals the primary
role of these foreign-educated talents in the modernization of China. The shrinking
of the share of returnee elites with technical backgrounds further reflects that the
Party has gradually adjusted its recruitment policy over time with the different
stages of socio-economic development and the needs of governance. This phenom-
enon is consistent with the tendency of the latest nationwide pattern of elite
mobility. For example, after the recent reshufflings of provincial party and govern-
mental leaderships, only 26 out of 98 provincial party secretaries and deputy party
secretaries and about 50 out of 270 governors and vice-governors are trained in
natural sciences and engineering.?

On the other hand, the upward mobility of returnees with social sciences and
humanities backgrounds is constrained. In the past two decades, their share in the
returnee elite group has usually been less than one-fifth. However, in the past
decade, these educational credentials have been increasingly important among the
Chinese political elites overall. As of June 2006, 37.1 percent of the 62 provincial
party secretaries and governors had majored in social sciences and humanities; in
April 2008, 33.9 percent held these majors.*® Such an overall difference between
returnee ¢lites and Chinese political elites in educational credentials outlines the
CCP’s reservations on recruiting returnees with social sciences and humanities
majors. Due to the nature of their disciplines, these returnees are more likely to be
exposed to the workings of democracy and its cultural and philosophical founda-
tion during their foreign study durations than those majoring in natural sciences
and engineering.

Purpose of foreign study

Table 9.2 shows that, after the early 1990s, returnee elites who went abroad as
visiting scholars and trainees overwhelmingly outnumber those with postgraduate
study experiences. Their share gradually increases from 25 percent in the early
1980s to 66.2 percent in the mid-2000s, and steadily holds at 60 percent or more
in the past two decades. The percentage of returnees receiving doctoral degrees
from overseas universities declines from 50 percent in the early 1980s to 9.1
percent in the early 1990s, and ranges from 20 percent to 26 percent thereafter.
The above distribution of returnee elites’ purpose of foreign study also indicates
the recruitment pattern of promotion with reservation. Returnees with doctoral
degrees from overseas universities make up 23.3 percent of all returnee elites,
while those receiving master’s and bachelor degrees make up 10.5 percent and
3.8 percent respectively. Postgraduate students, particularly doctoral students, are
more likely to learn advanced knowledge from the West. The share of returnees
with doctoral degrees becomes relatively stable after the mid-1990s. The existence
of ranking cadres with doctoral degrees from overseas universities represents the
Party’s focus on modernization because they usually occupy a leading post in the
ministries in charge of economics, technology, education and other professional



174  Chien-wen Kou

Table 9.2 Retumnee elites’ purpose of foreign study

Purposes of  Period Total
Jforeign study
1979-83 1984-88 1989-93 1994-98 199903 200408

Visiting N 0 2 10 26 4] 24 103
scholars % 0.00% 13.30% 45.50% 40.00% 40.20% 32.40% 35.90%
Training N 2 4 5 17 22 26 76

%  25.00% 26.70% 22.70% 26.20% 21.60% 34.70% 26.50%
Bachelor N 0 2 2 4 1 2 I
degree % 0.00% 1330%  9.10% 620%  1.00% 2.70%  3.80%
Master’'s N 2 2 3 4 11 8 30
degree % 25.00% 13.30% 13.60%  6.20% 10.80% 10.70% 10.50%
Doctoral N 4 5 2 14 27 15 67
degree %  50.00% 3330%  9.10% 21.50% 26.50% 20.00% 23.30%
Total N 8 15 22 65 102 75 287

% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 100.00%

*N refers to the number of returnees holding a vice-minister level post for the first time.

fields. For example, Gao Xiqing (Vice Chairman of the China Security Regulatory
Commission, CSRC, from 1999-2003) played an important role in creating China’s
stock exchanges.”! Laura Cha May Lung (Vice Chairman of the CSRC from
2001-2004) focused on improving the corporate governance of Chinese listed
companies and the process of public issuance of shares in China.®

Nevertheless, the share of returnee elites with doctoral degrees does not signif-
icantly increase with the integration of China into the global market, and more and
more Western-educated PhD degree holders have returned home after the 1990s.
This phenomenon is inconsistent with the increasing importance of postgraduate
education backgrounds in the entirety of Chinese elites. For example, a news
report in February 2008 indicated that, of the total of 270 governors and vice-
governors, 210 have postgraduate education experiences (77.8 percent), of whom
58 obtained doctoral degrees (21.5 percent).” Another news report in August
2007 revealed that, among provincial party secretaries and deputy party secre-
taries, 60 percent of 98 have postgraduate education backgrounds,> and most of
them had been locally educated.”® This pattern of recruitment is very different
from Kuomintang’s recruitment policy under authoritarian rule in Taiwan.

The Party’s recruitment preference leans toward returnees with short-term
teaching, research, and training for several reasons. Visiting scholars and trainees
usually have a full-time job in educational and research institutes, or even hold a
post in the government at various levels before going abroad, and have deeper
contacts with the political establishiment. They are also usually older and politi-
cally more mature than those studying abroad for degrees. In addition, the shorter
the length of time that returnees stay in the West, the less likely they are to be
“polluted” by Western democratic values. They are more likely to be treated as
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politically reliable by the party-state. Finally, these returnees are ready to serve
the homeland within a shorter amount of time, matching the Party’s urgent
need for development. The rise of these returnee elites 1s the Party’s solution to
reconcile the tension between modernization and political reliability.

Meanwhile, China’s endeavors to improve the knowledge of officials through
various international training programs also demonstrate the indispensability of
Western knowledge to China’s modernization. Since the early 1990s, China has
gradually, but systematically, sent potential young cadres from central and local
governments to participate in international short-term training programs.”® These
programs are usually co-sponsored by the Chinese central and local governments
and foreign universities, such as Harvard University, Yale University, Oxford
University, Cambridge University, Australian National University, and the
University of Sydney.?” These programs are designed to build the knowledge and
skills in various issues, which are urgently needed for China’s socioeconomic
development, such as managerial economics, rural reform, public management,
urban and sustainable development, environmental protection, and public admin-
istration. Trainees are typically officials at the middle- and low-ranking levels, but
some are vice-ministers and vice-governors. More than 90 percent of the officials
at the provincial or ministry level have received training abroad, costing China
more than US$12 million every year.*

Returnee elites’ political mobility

Rank promotions, promotion channels and party affiliations

This section focuses on returnee elites’ career paths, including rank promotions,
workplace types and party affiliations. As Table 9.3 shows, returnees seldom
advance to the vice-minister rank level through the party channel. The share of
those who do advance to this level ranges from 4.5 percent to 18.8 percent in the
past 30 years. Increasingly, returnees receive promotions by holding govern-
mental posts. The percentage gradually increases from 22.2 percent in the early
1980s to 46.8 percent in the 2000s. About one-fifth to one-quarter of returnees
rely on the university channel to become vice-minister level cadres after the mid-
1980s, while the role of peripheral organizations declines, from more than one-
third in the 1980s to less than one-fifth in the mid-2000s.

For retumees advancing to the minister rank level, 50-66.7 percent obtain
promotions after the early 1990s due to their appointment to governmental posts.
Leadership posts in the peripheral organizations provide the other major promotion
channel for returnees. Commonly, more than one-third of returnee elites rise to the
minister rank level in different periods through this channel. On the contrary, the
party channel remains a difficult one for returnees. In the past 30 years, only two
returnees have risen to the minister rank through the party channel: Wang Huning
and Hua Jianmin.

For returnees at the leader rank level, peripheral organizations provide the only
major channel of upward mobility. The percentage varies from 80 percent to



Table 9.3 Returnee elites’ promotion channels by rank levels

Advancing to the vice-minister rank

Office Period Total
categories

1979-83 1984-88 1989-93 1994-98 1999-03 200408

Party N 1 3 l 7 9 12 33

% 11.1% 18.8% 4.5% 10.8% 8.7% 15.6% 11.3%
Government N 2 5 9 20 48 36 120

% 22.2% JL3%  40.9%  30.8%  46.6% 46.8%  41.1%
Major N 3 4 4 13 20 16 60

universities % 33.3% 25.0% 18.2% 20.0% 19.4% 20.8% 20.5%
and research

institutes

Peripheral N 3 4 8 25 26 13 79
organizations %  333%  25.0%  364%  385% 252% 169%  27.1%
Total N 9 16 22 65 103 77 292

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Advancing to the minister rank

Office Period Total
categories

1979-83 1984-88 1989-93 1994-98 1999-03 2004-08

Party N 0 0 0 1 1 0 2

% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 8.3% 8.3% 0.0% 4.3%
Government N 0 | 2 6 7 7 23

% 0.0% 16.7% 66.7% 50.0%  58.3% 58.3% 50.0%
Major N 0 I 0 1 0 0 2

universities % 0.0% 16.7% 0.0% 8.3% 0.0% 0.0% 4.3%
and research

institutes

Peripheral N 1 4 I 4 4 5 19
organizations %  100.0% 66.7% 333%  333% 333% 41.7%  41.3%
Total N 1 6 3 12 12 12 46

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Advancing to the leader rank

Office Period Total
categories

1979-83 1984-88 1989-93 1994-98 1999-03 2004-08

Party N 0 0 0 1 l 1 3

% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 16.7%  20.0% 10.0% 10.3%
Government N 0 0 0 0 2 1 3

% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%  40.0% 10.0% 10.3%
Peripheral N 4 2 2 5 2 8 23
organizations % 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  83.3%  40.0% 80.0%  79.3%
Total N 4 2 2 6 5 10 29

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

*N refers to the number of returnees obtaining rank promotion.
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100 percent, with the exception of the period from 1999 to 2003. Advancing to
the rank of leader through appointment to party posts also remains difficult for
returnees. In fact, only three returnees in the past 30 years have followed this
escalation path: Huang Ju, Chen Liangyu and Wang Huning. Another three
returnees advanced to become leaders through the government channel: Hua
Jianmin, Chen Zhili and Cao Jianming.

The above phenomena reflect the CCP’s focus on both economic development
and political reliabitity. The number and the percentage of returnees advancing to
the vice-minister level and the minister rank levels through the government
channel increases over time. Returnees are able to head technical and manage-
ment ministries of the State Council,’® and they are also able to make contribu-
tions to modernization in the field of higher education by leading major universities
and research institutions. This reveals that the CCP is willing to use returnees’
expertise for development.

On the other hand, the mobility of Western-educated returnees in the party-state
is inhibited for several reasons. First, the CCP is not enthusiastic about assigning
returnees to leading posts in the party apparatus. For example, Table 9.4 shows that
only 18.9 percent of returnee elites have held a full-time post at the vice-minister
level in the Party while 81.1 percent have not. The percentage decreases to
14.3 percent at the minister level and further declines to 10 percent at the leader
level. This recruitment pattern has been constant over time in the past three decades.
Second, although the CCP appoints some returnees to leadership posts in provin-
cial governments and in the functional ministries within the State Council, it is
reluctant to pick them to head the CCP Politburo and the State Council. In fact,
most returnees obtain their leader rank in the National People’s Congress and the
national committee of the CPPCC. Third, returnees seldom have the opportunity to
become provincial party secretaries and governors, positions that have become the
training ground for the leadership of the party and the central government.®® In fact,
over the past three decades, only seven returnees at the minister rank level have
ever held one of these two strategically important posts in their political career.*!

Party affiliation also reinforces the political obstacles returnce elites face in the
process of upward escalation to the top leadership of the Party and the government.
As Table 9.5 shows, the shares of non-CCP members at the vice-minister, the

Table 9.4 Returnee elites’ working experiences in the Party

Rank level of posts Working experiences in the Party  Total
Yes No
Vice-minister N 57 244 301
% 18.9% 81.1% 100.0%
Minister N 7 472 49
% 14.3% 85.7% 100.0%
Leader N 3 27 30

%o 10.0% 90.0% 100.0%
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Table 9.5 Retumee elites’ party affiliation

Rank levels Party affiliation Total

CCP members Non-CCP members

Vice-minister N 180 112 292

%% 61.6% 38.4% 100.0%
Full minister N 32 14 46

% 69.6% 30.4% 100.0%
Leader N 12 17 29

% 41.4% 58.6% 100.0%

minister, and the leader rank levels are 38.5 percent, 30.4 percent, and 58.6 percent,
respectively. The share of non-CCP members in the returnee elite group is much
higher than that among Chinese ranking officials overall. From 1981 to 1998, the
yearly percentage of non-CCP members among all ranking officials was less than
13 percent.” Accordingly, a significant proportion of returnee elites—those without
CCP membership—have no opportunities to become real decision-makers. This
increases the political barriers to upward mobility that returnees face.

The effect of the purpose of foreign study on rank promotions and
their channels

This section focuses on the purpose of foreign study, particularly short-term
foreign study (visiting scholars and training) and long-term foreign study (doctoral
degree), as it affects rank promotions and promotion channels. This chapter
will not discuss the effect of major fields on rank promotions and promotion
channels because as Table 9.1 has shown, returnees with natural sciences and
economics majors overwhelmingly outnumber those majoring in social sciences
and humanities,

As Table 9.6 shows, when returnee elites advance to the vice-minister rank, more
than 50 percent of those with foreign experiences of training, pursuing a bachelor’s
degree, or pursuing a master’s degree advance through the government channel,
while another 16.7-25 percent do so via the party channel. Returnee elites with
experiences as visiting scholars and in doctoral study follow a different mobility
path; about 60 percent of them had worked for major universities, research insti-
tutes, and peripheral organizations when they received rank promotions. Another
one-third of them have advanced to the vice-minister rank level by holding govemn-
mental posts, and only 4.3—6.7 percent received rank promotions at party posts.

When returnee elites advance to the minister rank, more than half of those with
experiences as visiting scholars and with foreign training come through the
government channel, while another 27.3-41.2 percent obtain promotions at
leader-ship posts in peripheral organizations. By contrast, one-half of returnees
receiving a doctoral degree from foreign universities advance to the minister rank



Table 9.6 Returnee elites’ purposes of foreign study and promotion channels

Advancing to the vice-minister rank

Office categories Purpose of foreign study Total
Visiting Training Bachelor Master’s Doctoral
scholars degree  degree degree

Party N 7 15 3 5 3 33

% 6.7% 19.0% 250% 16.7% 43% [1.1%

Government N 37 41 5 16 23 122

Yo 349% 51.9% 41.7% 533% 333% 41.2%

Major universities and N 28 6 0 ] 27 62

research institutes % 264%  7.6% 0.0% 33% 39.1%  20.9%

Peripheral organizations N 34 17 4 8 16 79

% 32.1% 21.5% 333% 267% 23.2% 26.7%

Total N 106 79 12 30 69 296

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Advancing to the minister rank

Office categories Purpose of foreign study Total
Visiting Training Bachelor Master’s Doctoral
scholars degree  degree degree

Party N 1 ! 0 0 0 3

% 9.1% 59%  0.0% 0.0%  0.0% 4.2%

Government N 7 9 1 2 5 24

%  63.6% 52.9% 100.0% 28.6% 41.7% 50.0%

Major universities and N 0 0 0 1 1 2

research institutes % 0.0% 00% 00% 143% 83% 4.2%

Peripheral organizations N 3 7 0 4 6 20

% 273% 412%  0.0% 57.1% 50.0% 41.7%

Total N 11 17 1 7 12 48

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Advancing to the leader rank

Office categories Purpose of foreign study Total
Visiting Training Bachelor Master's Doctoral
scholars degree  degree degree

Party N 1 2 0 0 0 3

% 143% 25.0%  0.0% 0.0% 00% 10.7%

Government N 2 1 0 0 0 3

%  28.6% 125%  0.0% 00% 00% 10.7%

Major universities and N 0 0 0 0 0 0

research institutes % 0.0% 0.0%  0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0%

Peripheral organizations N 4 5 ] 3 9 22

% 57.1% 62.5% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  78.6%

Total N 7 8 1 3 9 28

% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
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at leadership posts in peripheral organizations, and another 40 percent advance
through the government channel. Party posts are not an easy promotion channel
for returnees, particularly for those returnees who receive degrees from overseas
universities. When returnees advance to the leader rank, they primarily rely on the
peripheral organization channel. Some returnees with short-term study experi-
ences are promoted through the party and government channels.

In general, returnee elites’ purposes of foreign study do affect their mobility
paths. While those with foreign experiences as visiting scholars and training have
a slight chance to advance to the minister and the leader rank levels through the
party channel, those receiving degrees from overseas universities have no chance
at all to do so. Furthermore, while governmental posts are the key channel for
returnees with short-term foreign experiences to advance to the minister rank, the
peripheral organizations are the most important channel for those with master’s
or doctoral degrees. When returnees advance to the leader rank, the peripheral
organizations become the only important channel. However, some returnees with
experiences as visiting scholars and foreign training can still obtain promotions
through the party and the government channels. Different mobility paths among
various returnee elite subgroups, in terms of purpose of foreign study, reveal
the CCP’s recruitment preference for returnees. Those returnees going abroad
for short-term research and training programs usually maintain close ties with
the political establishment. They have a better chance than those receiving
degrees from foreign universities to enter the top leadership of the Party and the
State Council.

Conclusion

How does the CCP reconcile the possible tension between political reliability and
professional expertise in the process of recruiting Western-educated returnees into
the party-state in order to achieve the dual goals of regime stability and economic
growth? This chapter argues that the CCP’s recruitment of Western-educated
returnees follows the pattern of promotion with reservation. The Party has
recruited a number of returnees as ranking cadres for economic development;
however, it has also set political barriers in their political careers in order to
ensure the longevity of the communist regime. In other words, Western-educated
returnee elites in China are beneficial for govemance, but not for rule. This
unique recruitment patiern is reflected jointly by: (1) the prominence of natural
sciences and economics over social sciences and humanities; (2) the preference of
promoting returnees with foreign experiences as visiting scholars and training
over those with foreign postgraduate study experiences; and (3) the relatively high
proportion of non-CCP members.

The Party’s willingness to recruit returnee elites clearly reveals the crucial role
of advanced Western knowledge in China’s socioeconomic modernization. This
is the promotion dimension of the pattern of promotion with reservation. However,
the recruitment patterns of returnee elites differs from the tendencies that exist in
the Chinese ranking cadres overall--the increasing importance of social sciences
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and humanities, the emphasis of postgraduate education, particularly on the
doctoral degree, and the low proportion of non-CCP members. These differences
indicate the reservation dimension of the recruitment pattern.

Returnee elites” mobility paths also reveal the Party’s recruitment preference.
Governmental posts at the vice-minister and minister levels provide a major
channel of upward mobility for returnees. They are usually assigned to a post in the
central government or provincial governments in charge of public health, educa-
tion, technology, agriculture, macroeconomic regulation, finance, international
trade, taxation, or transportation. This phenomenon, revealing the promotion
dimension of the pattern of promotion with reservation in China, is consistent with
the party-state’s goal ot socioeconomic development. However, the importance of
this mobility channel quickly declines when returnees advance to the leader level.
Furthermore, few returnees obtain rank promotions by holding a post in the party
apparatus. In fact, the overwhelming majority of returnee elites have never occu-
pied a ranking party post in their entire career. These tendencies show that returnee
clites, particularly those with long foreign study experiences, are less likely to join
the CCP Politburo and the State Council. This career limitation represents the
reservation part of the mobility pattern of Western-trained returnee ¢lites.

This unique recruitment pattern of Western-educated returnee elites results from
the duality of the Chinese party-state. The development-driven trait of the party-
state drives the CCP to promote returnee elites with professional expertise for
economic growth, but its post-totalitarian trait reminds it to be cautious about the
potential threat of Western-educated returnees to communist rule. As a result of the
convergence of development-driven and post-totalitarian traits, the mobility pattern
of returnee elites in China differs from that in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe,
on the one hand, and from the pattern in East Asian countries, on the other hand.

The durability of this recruitment model of Western-educated returnee elites
depends on the longevity of the duality of the Chinese party-state. The CCP has
overcome the problem of the lack of political succession mechanisms but has been
unable to build efficient supervisory mechanisms to curb cadres’ corruption and
abuse of power. This problem has roots in the post-totalitarian trait of the party-
state, namely, the monopoly of political power. In order to maintain regime legit-
imacy, the CCP also needs to prove its governance capacity in solving social
inequality, rural decay, environmental pollution, and other problems. At present,
it remains too early to judge the fate of the Chinese party-state.
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