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HOST:  We’re going to put a question to Robert Lawrence 
Kuhn, who’s a long-time advisor to the Chinese 
government.  Robert, great to see you again.  You were 
with us at the very beginning of the Party Congress and 
you were at the Congress today when it finished.  Did you 
have any vision, any inkling that President Xi Jinping 
would take on so much authority?  Also, what about the 
fact that there is no successor candidates among the new 
leaders? 
 
RLK:  I was interviewed in early 2012 by a well-known 
American television network and the question put to me, 
in January of that year, was, “isn’t Xi Jinping going to be a 
very weak leader because he was not appointed by Deng 
Xiaoping and he has no strong base of support?”   
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RLK: I said I know Xi Jinping; I’ve known him for about 
seven years, at that point, and I said, “I don’t think he’s 
going to be a weak leader.”  But frankly, I and everyone 
else, have been very surprised at how strong he has in 
fact been.  I was there in the Great Hall today.  I was 
sitting in the front row and looking at the quite 
fascinating pageantry of this once every five-year event 
where the new leaders walk on stage.  It wasn’t much of a 
surprise.  We knew had to triangulate the rumors and 
they were correct.  But the question of a successor is 
really not as important as it used to be, and the reason is 
that Xi Jinping’s name is now enshrined and emblazoned 
in the Party Constitution as ‘Xi Jinping Thought on 
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era’.  

 
RLK:  And what that means is that Xi is the originator of 
the political theory that underlies today’s Communist 
Party which rules China, and he is therefore the ultimate 
arbiter of what is, and what is not, politically correct.  So 
in one sense it doesn’t matter if there’s a successor 
because Xi will be, for the rest of his sentient life, in that 
overarching position.  Now, in fact, will Xi keep the actual 
titles, particularly CPC general secretary, is an open 
question.  Certainly, there’s no younger leader there to 
undermine, even perceptually, Xi’s authority.  So his 
continuity is sure - and there are hints that it looks like it 
would go into the mid-2030s, that’s a target date – 2035 - 
for some strategic goals that they have set.  So the 
question of his leadership barring any physical health 
conditions is absolutely sure.  There’s no doubt about it.   
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RLK:  The next question is what is Xi going to do with his 
power, what are his policies, how does he see the 
political theory and the policies that he will institute - 
that’s something we’re all watching for.   
 
HOST:  One question I do want to put to you is this: Is it 
actually good for the party, having someone with such 
power?   
 
RLK:  That’s a very good question and I can argue 
heatedly on both sides of it.  Certainly, the 
accomplishments that have been achieved for the 
country in its development and for what Xi calls, “people 
orientation” has delivered better lives for the people.   

 
RLK:  Certainly, for rejuvenating the nation in terms of its 
status in the world.  All of that has been going very well.  
The danger of a one-party system is that you’re 
completely dependent upon the vicissitudes and quality 
of the leaders.  So, the risk in the long-term can be higher, 
even though there are more specific accomplishments, 
especially with an enlightened leader who Xi Jinping 
certainly is – there is every indication is that he is very 
forthright.  I look at his approach to anti-poverty and 
anti-corruption, rooting out corruption in the party, 
there’s a lot of stuff going on in China that he is 
promoting by virtue of his power.  But the question 
always remains in terms of checks and balances, because 
in China there are very few now.  
 
HOST: Robert, fascinating to speak.  Robert Lawrence 
Kuhn, long-term advisor to the Chinese government.   

 




