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Huawei’s management. These alleged military and Party links are two key reasons
given by the US government for sanctions against the firm. At the very least, the author
should provide evidence to show why they are, in her view, groundless.

However, the two main defects of the book are its entirely uncritical attitude towards
the Chinese government, and a simplistic and jarring Marxist theoretical framework
that cannot account for the complexities of large firms within today’s global economic
environment. The former defect is most obvious in chapter one, where the author
praises the Maoist period as an egalitarian time of “self-reliant” technological innov-
ation where workers were encouraged to “emancipate” their “subjectivity” (p. 23).
No mention is made of the hundreds of thousands of engineers, professionals and
other so-called “rightists” who were killed or violently purged during frenzied political
campaigns of the 1950s and 1960s, or the millions of ordinary Chinese workers and
farmers who either starved to death or were mercilessly exploited in the name of collect-
ivization, socialist ideals of equality, and self-reliance. Without this historical context,
and the economic collapse and technological backwardness that it engendered,
China’s sudden about-turn in the late 1970s to embrace foreign investment, trade
and capitalist-style private enterprise becomes totally inexplicable. The author’s discus-
sions of the reform period display a similar lack of critical awareness of Chinese
government policy errors, in particular its complicity in suppressing workers’ rights.
It is almost as though the book has been scrubbed clean to gain the approval of
Chinese censors. Even 1989 is reinterpreted as the sudden imposition by Western
powers of sanctions against China for no apparent reason (pp. 35, 39). The killing of
hundreds of innocent protestors in Beijing by Chinese troops goes unmentioned.

In related fashion, the author clearly views “Western” “transnational capitalism”
as a global negative force that is constantly spreading its tentacles and preventing
ordinary workers from upholding their rights to dignified employment or becoming
masters of their own labour. I am certainly no flag-bearer for rampant capitalism,
yet the author’s approach begs the obvious question as to why Chinese firms regu-
lated by a government that is supposedly still socialist, and influenced by
“Maoist-style” values — as the author notes about Huawei — seem to exploit their
workers even more than “transnational capitalist” firms that provide better benefits,
working hours and pensions? While occasionally noting some of these paradoxical
contradictions, the author is too wedded to her Marxist theories to admit that
China’s economic success and the lifting of hundreds of millions of its people from
poverty has come about precisely through its rejection of failed socialist experiments
and embrace of capitalist integration with the West. No-one who has read modern
Chinese history would want to return to “Maoist” “self-reliance” (p. 194).
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In The Politics of the Core Leader, Xuezhi Guo explains how the politics of the “core”
leader has regulated elite interactions within the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)
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from Mao Zedong to Xi Jinping. His main argument is that CCP elite politics has an
“enduring tendency toward the ‘core’,” or paramount leader, due to three reasons.
The first reason is the powerful influence of traditional Chinese political philosophy
in defining political legitimacy. He maintains that Confucianism, which desires the
top ruler to be a moral sage-king, has amalgamated with Legalism, which views pol-
itics as domination and manipulation, into “Legalized Confucianism” to serve as
China’s de facto ruling ideology since the Han dynasty, resulting in a ruler-centred
polity. The second reason concerns the centralized and hierarchical structure of a
Leninist party-state, which makes use of the Party chief’s supreme status to entrench
one-party monopoly. The third reason is the lack of institutionalization of power
transition and consolidation, which minimizes constraints for the CCP general secre-
tary to use their term of office as an “opportunity” to work toward “earning” the sta-
tus of the “core.”

Guo’s arguments are made on the basis of an in-depth analysis of traditional
Chinese political thinking. He parses Confucian and Legalist texts and discusses
examples of their application in ancient times and under the CCP. In addition, draw-
ing on detailed biographical analysis and a very extensive literature review, he exam-
ines afresh the evolution of gerontocracy or mentor politics of veteran leaders,
ideological domination, leadership transition, and political groupings and factions
in the CCP from Mao through Xi. The encyclopaedic attention to detail throughout
the book is breath-taking. Yet, insofar as the book aims to construct an alternative
paradigm of elite politics based on traditional Chinese philosophy, it is more success-
ful at the theoretical level. In the many case studies that document the actual work-
ings of Chinese elite politics in this book, it seems that the effect of traditional Chinese
thinking on elite behaviour is more assumed than proven. It is sometimes unclear how
his paradigm sheds light onto the process and outcome of elite interactions hitherto
unavailable from a clientelist paradigm.

Despite these limitations, the implications of Guo’s arguments are profound for
understanding Chinese elite politics. First, in contradistinction to the dominant per-
spective that collective leadership has become the norm of post-Deng Xiaoping
China, Guo’s premise that a “core” leader is what is sought by China’s political sys-
tem entails that collective leadership is only ever a temporary mechanism when there
is no “core” leader — be it due to the Party chief’s inability to earn the recognition as
the “core” (such as Zhao Ziyang, Hu Yaobang, Jiang Zemin and Hu Jintao) or, once
earned, failure to keep the recognition due to a colossal failure (such as Mao after the
Great Leap Forward). In Guo’s paradigm, it is only in these situations that Party
elites are allowed to step up to share power with the Party chief and in doing so com-
pete with the chief and each other for the “core” status until a “core” can be identi-
fied. Guo maintains that using collective leadership as a mechanism for power
competition is legitimate because of the Confucian ethics of meritocratic leadership;
moreover, insofar as it is not a blatant challenge to the Party chief, which is incom-
patible to the Confucius admonition of self-interests, it enables the political system to
“self-adjust and self-regulate” as opposed to leaving a power vacuum.

Second, the “self-adjusting and self-regulating” mechanism between the “core” and
elites in Guo’s paradigm entails that there will be “cyclical change” between collective
leadership and strongman leadership, since each scenario tends to develop into
extremes over time. In the case of collective leadership, prolonged competition for
the “core” status among elites will result in a weak party with rampant corruption,
as was the case under Hu Jintao. By contrast, a strong “core” leader, such as Mao,
tends to gravitate toward arbitrary rule. Guo reasons that these extremes would inev-
itably trigger a survival crisis in the Party, and thus the cyclical change from collective
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to strongman leadership or vice versa. The argument is significant for exposing the
structural causes and limitations for Xi’s strongman leadership.

Third, Guo’s paradigm demonstrates that factionalism is structurally embedded in
CCP clite politics. This suggests that there are serious constraints to Xi’s efforts to
stamp out factionalism. Guo observes that due to (1) the lack of institutionalized
rules governing how to earn the recognition of the “core” or the “core-in-waiting,”
and (2) the latent competitive dynamics between the Party chief and other Party elites,
the bureaucracy and veteran Party leaders, the Party chief must rely on factions to
earn and keep the “core” status. Because Party elites in the post-Deng period tend
to have ties with multiple factions, even though the Party chief has strong motivations
to purge his political enemies to help earn or maintain the “core” status, it is in his
interest not to eliminate any faction completely.

This book is a treasure trove for advanced research of Chinese elite politics. Some
sections of the book juxtapose Chinese elite politics with that of other communist sys-
tems, and contrast Chinese and Western political thoughts. These should be of inter-
est for postgraduate students and scholars of political science.
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Following the June 1989 Tiananmen Square violence, Deng Xiaoping famously
enjoined his colleagues to adopt a low-profile foreign policy and, only on the basis
of greater achievements, eventually “do something.” Protecting China’s Interests
Overseas chronicles and explains how and why China has become a nation increas-
ingly “doing something” — protecting its growing interest frontiers abroad, often
with more than diplomatic démarches.

Andrea Ghiselli has written an important book casting a bright light on two import-
ant, related questions: first, how and why has the People’s Republic of China (PRC)
evolved from being a nation primarily concerned with protecting its territorial integrity,
preserving internal order, and asserting control over Taiwan, to become a nation
increasingly motivated to safeguard expanding interest frontiers externally?; second,
how and why has a nation that from the mid-1950s to today proclaimed “non-
interference in the internal affairs of others” to be at the heart of its foreign policy,
become a growing force in UN international peacekeeping operations, deployed
armed military personnel in humanitarian and citizen-evacuation missions, dispatched
naval forces on anti-piracy and anti-terrorism missions, inserted its own hot-pursuit
commandos into neighbouring states (2011), and utilized both government and private
security forces operating abroad to protect Chinese citizens and property?

The answer to these questions is more mundane and more complex than simply the
narrative of an assertive Chinese leader, Xi Jinping, consolidating his authority by
searching for foreign enemies for his dragon to slay. To condense Ghiselli’s intricate
argument, drivers of China’s interest protection activities are: the tendency of military
and security instruments to follow economic activity; the explosion in the number of
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