
Xi Jinping -- China's president, the party's general secretary and the military's top supervisor -- appears to be getting some pushback from certain
quarters within the military. (Nikkei montage/Source photos by Reuters and Yusuke Hinata)
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The People's Liberation Army, the powerful military of the Chinese Communist Party, is in
political disarray amid a feud over Xi Jinping's handling of the country's leadership
system.

The feud surfaced at the beginning of this month, with the politically potent PLA being
pulled into a series of unusual episodes.
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On Dec. 1, the Central Theater Command of the PLA posted an article on its official social
media account announcing a study session held by the 83rd Group Army, which belongs to
the command.

The CTC's article was accompanied by a photo of a 16-character political slogan hanging on
a wall, the lettering and frame in gold. The 83rd Group Army was advocating for what the
slogan stands for at its study session.

The slogan is made up of four tenets -- ji ti ling dao (collective leadership), min zhu ji
zhong (democratic centralism), ge bie yun niang (individual consultations) and hui yi jue
ding (decision by meetings).

It means democratic centralism must be implemented thoroughly under the collective
leadership system, important issues must be discussed individually and properly, and
decisions must be made at meetings.

At first glance, there might seem to be no problem. But in today's China, the slogan comes
off as highly defiant. More significantly, this act of defiance came from within the military.

The 83rd Group Army's public advocacy for the tenets came despite General Secretary and
President Xi having significantly concentrated power in his own hands since taking charge
of the party in 2012.

Furthermore, the CTC's article did not refer to Xi at all. Neither did it mention political
terms intended to ensure his concentration of power, such as "centralized, unified
leadership," the "Two Establishes" and the "Two Upholds."

The study session was held in front of a framed slogan that essentially boils down to this: Decision-making power should be shared and
not concentrated in the hands of a few. (Photo from the official social media of the Central Theater Command).
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The sixth plenary session of the party's 18th Central Committee in 2016 positioned Xi as
the "core" of the party. The centralized, unified leadership of the party's Central Committee
with Xi as its core has since been emphasized in China.

The "Two Establishes" refers to the establishment of Xi's status as the core of the party and
the establishment of the guiding position of his eponymous ideology. The term "Two
Upholds" means safeguarding Xi's status as the core of the party and safeguarding the
authority and centralized, unified leadership of the Central Committee.

The study session was called to look at the themes that were discussed during the Political
Work Conference of the Central Military Commission, held earlier in the year. Xi chairs the
CMC, the top military organ that supervises the PLA.

Word of the 83rd Group Army's study session quickly reverberated across the country after
it received extensive coverage in "The Paper" online news outlet and other media.

The study session focused on the Political Work Conference of the Central Military
Commission that took place in Yan'an, an old revolutionary base in Shaanxi province, on
June 17-19, according to the CTC's announcement.

Xi himself attended the conference. Basic policies on the military's leadership system and
other political matters should have been discussed there. Other topics likely included
ideologies and personnel affairs.

The CMC conference was held before both the third plenum of the party's current 20th
Central Committee in July and the Beidaihe meeting, a conclave of party heavyweights
held each summer.

President Xi Jinping delivers a speech at the Political Work Conference of the Central Military Commission of China in Yan'an, Shaanxi
province. (Photo by Xinhua/Kyodo)
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It would be strange if themes like collective leadership, democratic centralism, individual
consultations and decision-making through meetings -- all of which the 83rd Group Army,
stationed in Henan province, advocated in its social media post -- had not been discussed
at the CMC conference in June.

According to an announcement issued after that conference, Xi pointed out that "China's
military is confronted with complicated challenges in the political work." The
announcement also declared somewhat abruptly that "democratic centralism" would be
strictly realized.

But Xi also stressed the responsibility of party committees' secretaries. Regarding
"democratic centralism," he was apparently at pains to put more emphasis on
"centralization" than on "democracy."

In China, the party leads everything, and committees are party cells set up within various
organizations. Secretaries are the top officials of the organizations politically.

On the other hand, the term "centralized, unified leadership" was missing from the
announcement made in June about the CMC conference. Instead, the announcement
referred to "unified leadership."

There is a possibility that collective leadership, democratic centralism and intraparty
democracy became the CMC conference's hidden, and controversial, themes and that these
topics have kept reverberating through the military.

In June, Miao Hua -- said to be Xi's "agent within the military" -- was serving as head of
the CMC's Political Work Department. Miao is one of the CMC's only six members.

Five months later, in late November, a spokesperson for the Ministry of National Defense
announced that Miao had been suspended from office for "suspected serious violations of
discipline." His punishment is likely to be related to developments since the CMC
conference.

On Dec. 9, eight days after the CTC's article about the study meeting was posted on social
media, the PLA Daily, the mouthpiece of the CMC, published an official commentary titled,
"Take the lead in adhering to collective leadership."
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The commentary starts by daring to cite Deng Xiaoping and remarks he made about
collective leadership in the second half of the 1950s, during Mao Zedong's era.

Deng was quoted as saying that key party decisions had traditionally been made
collectively, not by individuals, that the party's leadership was exercised collectively by
party committees, not by one or two people, and that key party decisions must be made
through group discussions.

The commentary "resists and criticizes the excessive concentration of power [in Xi's
hands], which is currently conspicuous," one researcher of Chinese politics said.

The commentary also cites remarks once made by Mao, the founding father of the People's
Republic of China, criticizing leaders for making decisions at their discretion in the name
of "centralization" in defiance of collective leadership.

The commentary was written by an officer serving in a military unit in Henan province.

Two days later, on Dec. 11, the PLA Daily published another commentary, "Take the lead in
promoting intraparty democracy." This one was authored by a military officer at the CMC's
Office for Reform and Organizational Structure.

Democracy comes before centralization in democratic centralism, and secretaries and
rank-and-file committee members are in an equal relationship within party organizations,
having equal say and voting rights when discussing and making decisions, the op-ed says.

The PLA Daily calls for political power to be shared more collectively, making its case by including comments delivered by Deng
Xiaoping in the1950s.
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It also says that secretaries are merely group heads and that they must never make
themselves masters of houses or rearrange their relationship with rank-and-file committee
members into a hierarchy. Remember that sitting at the top of many secretaries is General
Secretary Xi.

Before the Xi era began in 2012, Hu Angang, a prominent Chinese economist and
professor at Tsinghua University, stressed the superiority of collective leadership, China's
unique political system. He did this in an article in the People's Daily, the party's
mouthpiece.

At the time, Hu pointed out the problems of presidential systems like those in the U.S. and
elsewhere that concentrate power in the hands of a national leader.

But after the Xi era began, the concentration of power in the hands of one quickly
materialized. Along the way, Hu's argument became a politically dangerous theory, one
that is perilous to bring up in public.

Except, it seems, within the military, at least part of which is now openly advocating for
collective leadership and intraparty democracy.

It's not that all articles in the PLA Daily champion these tenets. In fact, an article that
indicates a preference for the concentration of power in Xi's hands was published in the
paper around the same time. Another group army that belongs to the CTC -- which is
responsible for the defense of central Chinese areas, including Beijing -- was featured in
that article.

China's economy has been giving Xi fits for years. Now the military is creating some headwinds for the Chinese president.   © Reuters
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At present, the Chinese military's disarray appears to be limited to political thought and
ideologies. But it remains to be seen whether the feud over the country's leadership system
and other issues will affect military operations.

Is there also a possibility that the Chinese military's political disarray will spill over into
other institutions? This is a question that could be answered next year.
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