
Editor’s note: As the Communist Party 
of China (CPC) prepares to celebrate 
its 90th anniversary on July 1, Robert 
Lawrence Kuhn, an international invest-
ment banker and corporate strategist, 
o�ers his views on the Party’s most sig-
nificant achievements, particularly since 
it embarked on the policy of reform and 
opening-up in the late 1970s. Kuhn is the 
author or editor of more than 25 books, 
including How China's Leaders Think: The 
Inside Story of China's Past, Current and 
Future Leaders. He is a long-time advisor 
to the Chinese government and advises 
multinational corporations on their China 
strategies.

Q: Given your many meetings and con-
tacts with CPC members, how would 
you describe a typical Party member?

A: During my more than 22 years 
coming to China — I have been to China 
over 100 times — I have been fortunate 
to meet CPC members in all walks of life 
and in all areas of the country. Although I 
do not like generalizing about any human 
beings, all of whom are individuals, I can 
say that CPC members have roles in 
Chinese society of greater responsibility 
and that they generally take these roles 
seriously. There is great diversity, both in 
professional competence and in personal 
morality. They have a heightened sense 
of Chinese patriotism, which energizes 
their contributions to society, but which, 
on occasion, can become aggressive and 
counterproductive. In today’s China, many 
are motivated by ambition to achieve, and 
in a knowledge-based, market-driven, 
competitive world, this is a good thing for 
China. There are obvious abuses, particu-
larly corruption and unethical behavior, 
but the fault is not the ambition, the 
market or the competitive will to achieve. 
The fault is personal, and society needs 
to do more to instill the highest standards 
of behavior — without harming proper 
ambition. Among the CPC’s senior lead-
ers, many of whom I have been privileged 
to know personally, there is great concern 
to enact policies in the best interests of the 
people, while recognizing that due to the 
complex machinations and interactions 
in contemporary society, there are often 
competing policies that must be opti-
mized, one against the other. CPC lead-
ers today seek policies that increase the 
standard of living and general well-being 
of the Chinese people, irrespective of this 
or that ideology.

  
The “China model” has attracted a 
great deal of attention and has been 
the subject of much debate. What do 
you think is the CPC’s most success-
ful experience in leading the Chinese 
people to achieve enormous economic 
growth?  

There is no doubt that the more than 
30 years of reform and opening-up 
which began in 1978 is one of the most 
remarkable transformations of a country 
in human history. The CPC’s great innova-
tion, pioneered by Deng Xiaoping, was to 
focus on practice more than on theory, 
which changed the character and contri-
butions of the CPC. Although “reform and 
opening-up” is often said as a single stock 
phrase, I believe that “opening up” was 
the real key to China’s success, because it 
gave the Chinese people a sudden, uncol-
ored view of the real world, so that they 
were finally able to learn the best interna-
tional practices and processes while keep-
ing Chinese distinctiveness and culture. 
Such opening-up has been promoted by 
the enlightened CPC leadership. Reform, 
on the other hand, has often begun at 
the grass-roots levels and put into “gray” 
practice, and it was only after the reform 
had been working in society did the CPC 
leadership recognize the reform's success 
and make it o�cial policy. 

  
What do you think is the biggest chal-
lenge facing the CPC? What’s the cause 

of it and how can it be tackled?
 Challenges can be classified broadly 

as economic or political. Economically, 
the challenge is to keep the country’s 
GDP growing briskly and steadily while 
reducing the great imbalances in society, 
between urban and rural, coastal and 
inland. To accomplish this, productivity is 
the key. Without increasing e�ciencies in 
all areas of production and consumption 
— from industrial output to consumer 
utilization, even including new knowledge 
creation — all of which is based on intel-
ligence and investment, China will be 
mortgaging the future while improving the 
present. The great challenge for China's 
leaders is to enhance the standards of 
living of underdeveloped sectors of soci-
ety without restraining or unintentionally 
undermining national productivity. The 
key here is innovation, driven by science 
and technology. The fact that most CPC 
senior leaders are scientifically literate is a 
vital, if underappreciated factor, in China's 
continuing economic success.

I suggest policies that have a high, 
rapid impact on poorer citizens, such as 
electronic education for children, e�cient 
modern healthcare, and access to media 
and entertainment.

 Politically, I believe that at least for the 
current times China should continue 

with its one-party CPC rule, provided, of 
course, that the CPC remains true to its 
policies of the past 30 years, continues to 
put the people’s welfare first, and works 
to institute careful political reform. For 
saying this, I am, as you would expect, 
criticized in the West. But what I also say 
is that because the CPC has a monopoly 
on power, it has a greater burden to insti-
tute reforms and to promote a democratic 
and prosperous society. Transparency in 
governance, as well as an increasingly free 
media, are critical tasks for the CPC. I also 
believe that the increasing involvement 
of professionally competent non-gov-
ernmental organizations contributes to 
pluralistic governance and facilitates the 
CPC’s leading role. The CPC should be 
proud of China’s accomplishments and 
should have the confidence to encourage 
new organizations to emerge which com-
pete in society, thus attaining optimum 
benefits for the people. 

Examples are new roles for labor unions 
which are independently empowered to 
represent workers in their negotiations 
with corporate management and diverse 
kinds of charitable organizations serving 
the needy. 

 
How do you think the CPC can have 
more effective interaction with the 

people? How can the CPC increase 
people’s sense of involvement in the 
governance of the country under the 
prerequisite that the country’s current 
political system stays as it is?  

I believe that the most significant 
advance in the CPC’s history is the call for 
“intra-Party democracy.” I am impressed 
that CPC leaders, especially future lead-
ers, are putting high stress on this vital 
vision of CPC political reform. To continue 
to serve the people optimally, the CPC, as 
the ruling party, should be increasingly 
governed by rules and procedures that 
are standardized and reasonably open to 
public scrutiny. 

 I am impressed by the strong meritoc-
racy of the CPC, whose leaders are highly 
intelligent, extremely well educated, and 
have wide-ranging experience. CPC 
leaders are generally some of the most 
capable leaders in the world. Only if the 
CPC maintains this high standard of 
leadership, and prevents arbitrary and 
autocratic rule from reasserting itself, 
will the CPC continue to lead China suc-
cessfully.

 The diversity of people in all societies 
should be appreciated. Not everyone is 
interested in politics or history. A society 
that encourages diversity of expression 
is a confident society. In celebrating the 

CPC’s rightful achievements in China’s 
resurgence, it is important to tell a com-
plete story, even the parts that were less 
glorious or serious errors. Only truth 
builds trust. The CPC should be confident 
about China’s great accomplishments, 
and as such the CPC should have the 
confidence to discuss openly the prob-
lems of the past, particularly the political 
movements of the 1950s (such as “anti-
rightist campaigns”) and the devastating 
“cultural revolution” (1966-1976). Open 
discussion needs to be allowed, without 
accusations or recriminations.Such confi-
dence of the CPC will build the confidence 
of the people.

 While recognizing that the CPC must 
continue to encourage political reform, 
such as in transparency of governance 
and the rule of law, the world should cel-
ebrate the greatly enhanced personal and 
social freedoms of the Chinese people. 
But these need to increase further. For 
example, Chinese interest groups, such 
as those that fight pollution, should be 
allowed to make their case openly and 
freely in the media.

 
How can the CPC play an e�ective role 
in helping to strengthen people’s moral 
values in today’s China?

 Not withstanding all China’s historic 
economic success, I say that economic 
growth is the CPC’s second most impor-
tant accomplishment. The first and most 
important accomplishment is the open-
ing up of the Chinese people’s minds, 
giving increasingly greater freedoms in all 
aspects of personal and social life. 

 Values are hard issues in all societies, 
and in the age of the Internet and the 
mobile phone, it is easy for people to 
gravitate to their parochial interests at 
the expense of a wholly unified society. 
This is not necessarily a bad thing. People 
should be allowed to find their own values 
and ideals. A rich vibrant society does not 
speak with one voice. Yet, all must con-
form to the standard norms of behavior 
that enable societies to function for the 
benefit of all.

 Certainly China’s ancient civilization 
offers enduring values and profound 
ethical ideas. Religion, in all its many 
and variegated expressions, works for 
some. Others seek to advance their own 
careers, say, in science or education or 
healthcare, and as such they contribute 
to an advancing society. All of these can 
facilitate social progress. China must not 
make the mistake of trying to coerce 
everyone to conform to the same values 
or ways of thinking. The “cultural revolu-
tion” proved for all time the monumental 
folly of imposing arbitrary values.

 I applaud the CPC’s commitment to 
improve quality and standards in all areas, 
such as purity of food and medicine, integ-
rity in scientific research, and honesty in 
sports. The CPC must lead China to world-
class levels in all its social outputs, and not 
simply seek growth and profits at all costs. 
The future of China depends on this.

  
What kind of a role should China play in 
the world? How can the CPC help the 
country improve its image?

 In an incredibly short period of time, 
China’s power in the world has increased 
dramatically — in politics, defense and 
international a�airs, as well as in econom-
ics, business and finance. As such, China 
must shoulder more responsibilities on 
a global basis, perhaps sooner and to a 
greater degree than China’s leaders feel 
comfortable doing. 

 China must recognize that the stabil-
ity of the world requires that all nations 
have peaceful policies, internationally 
with other nations and domestically with 
their own people. China must look to the 
future, not to the past, in its dealings with 
countries that flout international norms. 
Countries that label themselves “socialist” 
but do not benefit their own people do not 
reflect China’s system.
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He Ye, branch secretary of the 
Communist Party of China at Alca-
tel-Lucent Shanghai Bell Co., Ltd., 
said that the idea of establishing a 
caucus in the company was sparked 
by the deadly Wenchuan earthquake 
of 2008.

“After the disaster, we felt the need 
to establish an organization so that we 
could unite ourselves and extend our 
hands to the victims of the earthquake 
and help them,” he said.

The branch was officially estab-
lished in September 2008 and so far 
more than 400 employees have joined 
the Party, according to He.

“Before the establishment of the 

branch, relationships among employ-
ees were simple,” He said. “They were 
only focused on their work and they 
rarely paid attention to community 
and charity activities.” 

Now the Party has become a way for 
employees to exchange ideas and orga-
nize activities in their spare time. 

Party branches have existed in foreign 
companies since the 1980s, when the 
nation opened its market to overseas 
investment. 

People used to think that members of 
the Communist Party of China working at 
foreign companies were out of place and 
secretive because they did not like pub-
licity. Some were even called members of 
the “underground” in the old days.

“But things have changed,” said Xiao 

Linguang, vice-secretary of the Party and 
chairman of the labor union at Beijing 
Foreign Enterprise Human Resources 
Service Co. Ltd. (FESCO), China’s first 
and largest human resources provider 
for foreign enterprises.

Today, some foreign companies have 
set up Party branches and they enjoy 
mutual respect and a�ection.

“As international management teams 
have gradually become more familiar 
with the country and broadened their 
knowledge of the Communist Party of 
China, they are reappraising their atti-
tudes towards Party members and Party 
branches,” Xiao said.

Also, most management teams at 
foreign companies admit that Party 
members in general take an upfront and 

exemplary role by performing well in their 
job and contributing to a company’s busi-
ness development.

“Party members’ outstanding working 
abilities have been widely recognized by 
foreign management teams,” said Xiao. 

“They have more knowledge and skills, 
as well as a better attitude for work. They 
are the most diligent of all employees,” 
she said, citing comments from interna-
tional bosses.

He from Alcatel-Lucent Shanghai 
Bell said that foreign executives at his 
company have come to gradually under-
stand the role of the Party organization 
in China.

Currently, of the nearly 10,000 foreign 
companies under the service of FESCO 
in Beijing, 105 have their own Party 

branches and some 30 joint branches 
have been established, with the total 
number of registered Party members 
hitting 13,000, according to Xiao.

Before 2003, there were only joint 
Party branches — each branch was 
comprised of Party members from dif-
ferent companies in the neighborhood, 
and FESCO dispatched sta� members 
to be the Party branch secretaries to 
organize Party activities.

Xiao believed that Party activities 
provide a sense of belonging. “The Party 
branch is like a warm family, providing 
members a platform to make friends, 
exchange ideas, and help each other.” 

Wang Ying and Liu Jie contributed to 
this report.

Party branch in foreign firms can be one big family

CPC helps build confident nation


