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Since 1 October 1949, China has been run by one party - the Communist Party of China. Its leading role 
is enshrined in the constitution and it controls the government, police and military. 
 
With some 90 million members, it's organized like a pyramid, with the politburo and eventually the 
president, currently Xi Jinping, at the top. 
 
While there is a parliament, the National People's Congress, it merely rubber stamps the decisions taken 
by the party leadership. 
 
A pyramid controlled from the top 
 
Around 7% of the population are members of the party - loyal membership is essential for anyone who 
wants to succeed in China, whether in politics, business or even entertainment. That includes people like 
billionaires such as Alibaba's Jack Ma or Huawei's Ren Zhengfei, and even celebrities like actress Fan 
Bingbing. 
 
The Communist Party does not tolerate dissent. No true opposition parties are permitted and critics of the 
government risk persecution. 
 
Starting from the local level, party organizations elect the body above them - and this goes all the way to 
the top leadership. China's parliament essentially just signs off on laws presented to it by the government 
The National Party Congress elects a central committee which in turn elects the politburo. 
These elections are usually decided and approved beforehand and the real powers rest with the politburo. 
 
At the very top now is President Xi. In early 2018, the party abolished the conventional two-term 
presidential limit, allowing him to remain in office indefinitely. 
 
At a twice-a-decade Communist Party Congress, due to take place later this month, Mr Xi is expected to 
win a record third term in office. 
 
At the pinnacle of China's power pyramid is the politburo which ensures the party line is upheld and 
controls three other important bodies: 

●​ the State Council 
●​ the Central Military Commission 
●​ the National People's Congress or parliament 
●​  

The State Council is the government, headed by the premier - currently Li Keqiang - who is junior in rank 
to the president.  Its role is the implementation of party policies across the country, for instance managing 
the national economic plan and the state budget. 
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The link between military and party dates back to World War Two and the subsequent civil war. The close 
ties are institutionalized by the Central Military Commission, leading China's armed forces. 
It has control over the country's nuclear arsenal and its more than 2 million troops, the world's largest 
military. 
 
Under its founder Mao, the Communist Party ran a totalitarian socialist state. 
 

 
 
China was poor when Mao took control in 1949 - and his attempts to industrialize its largely rural and 
agrarian economy proved disastrous. The result was a famine, which killed tens of millions of people. 
Then came the chaos of the Cultural Revolution when a paranoid Mao tried to purge his rivals in the party.  
 
His call to Chinese youth to do the same across the country sparked violence as people turned on each 
other, and millions were targeted as traitors to the ideals of a Communist China. 
 
It ended with Mao's death in 1976. 
 
In the years that followed, China slowly opened up to the world. 
 
The rise of Deng Xiaoping, a party leader who had been targeted during the Cultural Revolution, brought 
major economic reforms and eventually meteoric growth. 
 
Hope for political reform stirred as trade grew and tensions with the West seemed to thaw - but the Party 
managed to retain control, sometimes resorting to brutal tactics like the massacre in Beijing's Tiananmen 
Square in 1989. 
 
Now, President Xi has unrivaled power in China. 
 
Mr Xi, who became president in 2012, has become increasingly authoritarian, arguably more than any 
leader since Mao. 
 
There has been growing online censorship, arrests of activists, crackdowns of high-ranking party 
members - dubbed as purges of rivals, which Mr Xi denies. A number of countries have also accused 
China of committing genocide through its repression of its mostly Muslim Uyghur ethnic minority. 
 
 
 



China's media and the internet - including local social media like Weibo - are tightly regulated. It's not 
uncommon for entire phrases or search words to be scrubbed. 
 
This near-total control of media has helped the Party - and Mr Xi - sway public opinion and enforce 
control. 
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