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The Beginning of the End  

In November of 2011 a peculiar event was underway in Chongqing, China. The incident: 

a series of ostensibly routine military exercises involving several battalions of the locally based 

13
th

 Group Army. The nature of these exercises themselves did not appear to encapsulate 

anything out of the ordinary and garnered little outside attention. What made the occurrence so 

unusual was that the impromptu exercises were arranged by Chongqing’s civilian mayor, Bo 

Xilai. Such an action was in direct defiance of doctrine promulgated by the party leadership 

which explicitly forbade civilian control of military operations without direction from the 

Standing Committee.  Furthermore, the exercises were launched while President Hu Jintao and 

other senior party members were out of the country attending a global APEC summit in 

Honolulu. This seemingly benign event has been chosen as the apex of the Bo narrative because 

it provides a notable marker for what may be described as the beginning of the end for Bo’s 

meteoric rise. It is here where Bo dramatically crossed the Rubicon and ultimately set the stage 

for confrontation with Beijing. From this event, insight regarding Bo’s motives and resolve may 

be gleaned. Such implications may even be used to help inform assessments of China’s future 

political stability. While the event passed in relative obscurity, it surely caught the attention of a 

select few who must have seen it for what it was; the swell before a great wave. As for the rest of 

us, the significance of this moment is only realized in retrospect now that the outcome is clear 

and the context has been explored.  

Despite his domestic popularity, the name Bo Xilai would not gain international notoriety 

until April 10
th

, 2012 when the fortunes of the prominent Chinese politician came to an abrupt 

end. In the wake of conspiracy and scandal, Bo was formally ejected from the Chinese 

Communist Party and stripped of his role as mayor of the Chongqing municipality. Further 

complicating this bizarre turn of events was the concurrent announcement by Chinese authorities 

that Bo’s wife, Gu Kailai, stood formally accused of the murder of British businessman Neil 

Heywood. A financial dispute and allegations of blackmail were presented as motive.  Naturally, 

speculation abounded as to whether or not Bo himself was complicit, having his wife take the 

fall. For a brief period of time the subsequent trial and conviction of Gu captured the attention of 

both the Chinese people and media outlets across the globe. However, despite public fervor, this 

event was merely the catalyst for Bo’s long building clash with Beijing.  
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 Many China watchers had long assumed that Bo might one day take his place at the 

pinnacle of political power amongst the CCP’s elite Politburo Standing Committee. Bo himself 

undoubtedly retained like designs. And such a notion certainly did have its groundings; Bo was 

wildly popular with the people and was well known as a champion for the poor and rural class 

citizens who had seemingly been left behind from China’s meteoric climb towards growth and 

prosperity. He also led an extensive crackdown on crime and corruption in Chongqing. A 

winning cocktail of success, popularity, official connections, and revolutionary credentials led 

many to assume he was destined for the top. 

Regardless of the sudden nature by which the scandal was thrust into the public sphere, 

serious undercurrents of tension were developing between the people’s beloved mayor and his 

party superiors in Beijing for some time. Indeed, as is common in any complex narrative, Bo’s 

story has a darker side. Many of Bo’s prerogatives may, in fact, have been purely calculated 

decisions aimed at consolidating his power to secure his ambitions. And while some of his 

decisions might appear odd, it may be argued that Bo was merely traversing a well-established 

roadmap to power, a stratagem which relied as heavily on the police and the military as it did the 

adoration of the poor and downtrodden. Even though the political career of Bo Xilai has since 

come to a close, at least three important questions beg consideration. What sort of man was Bo 

Xilai? Secondly, how could Beijing have come to regard its rising governor as a threat? And 

finally, what was Bo ultimately capable of, and just how far was he willing to go? This inquiry 

will attempt to explore these questions as best it can.  

 

The Rise of Bo Xilai 

Bo Xilai has enjoyed something of a celebrity status over the life of his career. Because 

his father, Bo Yibo, had close connections to Mao and was a participant in the famous Long 

March, Bo entered the political stage amongst only a handful of rising political stars with 

important hereditary connections known as China’s princelings.
1
 Though he has in many ways 

benefitted from such connections, his early life could be described as turbulent at best. After Bo 

senior was declared a traitor by Mao, Bo Xilai denounced his father and joined the zealous and 

often violent Red Guard movement as a teenager.
 
But despite all of this he was harshly 
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persecuted in light of his elitist background.
2
 In 1967 Bo was sent to a labor camp where he 

spent five years toiling away until his release.
3
 However, after Mao’s death, the poor fortunes of 

Bo and his father were quickly reversed.  

 Under Deng Xiaoping, Bo Yibo rose as high as Vice Premier. Bo Yibo’s assistance in 

purging the CCP of Deng’s rivals was never forgotten, where Deng in turn assisted the ambitions 

of Bo Xilai from behind the scenes.
4 

From his early experiences and from the examples of his 

father, Bo learned to appreciate the affinity between ambition and ruthlessness. Bo was arguably 

conditioned to depose of his rivals and detractors by any means necessary.   

Bo’s political career found promise when he was made mayor of Dalian, a large 

industrious coastal city. While presiding as mayor, Bo launched an extravagant campaign to 

remake the image of the city, a campaign in stark contrast to his later populist programs.
5 

Having 

overseen the transformation of Dalian, Bo was later promoted to Governor of Liaoning province. 

His popularity there too would be rewarded with the position of Minister of Commerce, and 

eventually as Secretary of the CCP’s Chongqing Municipality along with membership into the 

Central Politburo. It was at Chongqing that Bo harnessed the power of a vast constituency 

disillusioned with the cut-throat style growth of the new market system.
6 

Ultimately, despite the 

success Bo enjoyed and the favor which the party seemed to shower down upon, Bo was hard at 

work behind the scenes.   

 

 

A Roadmap to Power: the People, the Police, and the PLA 

It is true that Bo Xilai was in a powerful position as both Mayor of Chongqing and a 

member of the politburo, but all of this power which he acquired was handed down to him from 

the Standing Committee party bosses in Beijing. Despite years of hard work and success, it could 

all be taken away in an instant if the Standing Committee made up its mind to do so. For Bo did 

not own his position, it was merely leased to him without guarantee. McGregor asserts that “the 

party is god.” And as so succinctly expressed within the Bible: the lord giveth, the lord taketh 

away. Bo could have very well been made to feel uncomfortable with this dynamic of absolute 

dependency, especially if we are of the opinion that friction was already beginning to develop 

between himself and both Hu Jintao and Xi Xinping. It follows that he would be very interested 
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in securing for himself some facets of power, no matter how modest, which could exist outside 

of- and independent from- the party bosses. He just may have found such sources to garner some 

independence, first from the people, who celebrated him. Then from his local security forces and 

elements of the People’s Armed Police who were loyal to him. And finally, from his personal 

ties cultivated amongst influential commanders of the PLA, whose support would grant him 

leverage.  

These things Beijing could not take without taking everything else first, and in a culture 

where political unity translates into legitimacy, they would not be able to do so without great 

cost to themselves. Additionally, the perceived absence of enemies within allows the CCP to 

effectively redirect the frustration of the people to enemies without; in a word, nationalism. 

Understanding this is to understand that is difficult to publically confront a popular figure, even 

if he is subordinate. Doing so would call into question the reputation of the party itself, for they 

once trusted Bo and called him one of their own. This is probably why Gu was targeted when the 

party could have gone after Bo directly, but as a member of the party elite, any wrongdoing 

attributed to him would reflect poorly on the party as a whole. Furthermore, this dynamic may 

explain why Bo was continually afforded opportunities to advance his career, even after Deng 

Xiaoping was no longer present to protect him. Rather than suffer an early divorce, Bo and his 

superiors continued to put on a show which deceived everyone into believing that Bo and his 

party bosses were living a happy marriage.  

 

The People: Bo and the Old Left 

Though Bo was only a youth when China was plunged into Mao’s Cultural Revolution, 

he surely found an appreciation for the power which roused the students to action. Always the 

ready opportunist, Bo likely had this force in mind when he set about his populist agenda in 

Chongqing. All this was done despite the fact that in 2007 CCP Secretary Hu Jintao made it 

known that he would not tolerate calls for imposing Maoist like discipline from the left.
7
 

Undeterred, Bo may have seen this as an opportunity to eventually challenge his contemporaries, 

or at least as a way to shelter himself from would be rivals. He may have sensed that growing 

disparities in the rural-urban divide could propel his power if perceptively tapped.   
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 Certain aspects of Bo’s revival glossed merely ideological in nature. He was famous for 

requiring thousands of Chongqing officials to spend at least one week a year living with a 

peasant family.
8
 He was also well known for his outspoken encouragement of the so called “red 

songs” which were popular in the early days of Mao.
9 

Other policies were aimed at 

redistribution. Agricultural taxes were cut and housing subsidies for the poor were put into place. 

In light of such measures, a fair case may be made to assert that some of Bo’s actions did in fact 

ultimately result in real improvements to the quality of life enjoyed by those of modest means. 

Despite his popularity with the poor, there was a darker side to Bo’s agenda. A key facet 

of his populist program was to dismantle the mob and launch extensive anti-corruption 

campaigns. He acted with great impunity, targeting affluent citizens with allegations of 

corruption or connections to the crime syndicates.
10

 As noted by Lubman: “some wealthy 

entrepreneurs were sentenced to death or life imprisonment and their assets transferred to the 

state.”
11

 His crackdown on the mob was met with great enthusiasm, but many have come to fear 

that the mob structure has transformed, fusing into the institutions of the state itself.
12 

Bo was 

very selective of who he targeted with the aim of consolidating a monopoly of force while 

exercising control of law enforcement and the courts.
13

 He was also quick to purge the state of 

underlings who held out lingering loyalties to his predecessors. Indeed, Bo may have been 

reinforcing his power with more than ideas and rhetoric; in addition to ingratiating himself with 

the people, his actions would pave the way for stronger ties of loyalty amongst the regional PLA, 

police, and paramilitary forces of Chongqing Province. 

 

The People’s Armed Police 

Bo appears to have taken great pains to gain leverage over local law enforcement and 

especially the People’s Armed Police. PAP and regular law enforcement entities within 

Chongqing played a pivotal role in Bo’s success as governor by executing Bo’s crackdown on 

organized crime and targeting Bo’s opposition within his discretion. Bo also made a name for 

himself by expropriating the assets of wealthy Chinese businessmen charged with corruption. 

Such physical properties often end up as government holdings or are repurposed for public use. 

The common practice of local governments providing PAP units with goods or properties for 
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use
14

 would offer a means for Bo to leverage PAP forces by granting use of the confiscated 

properties. Evidence that police forces were heavily complicit to Bo’s corruption may be 

observed from the fact that it was Wang Lijun, Bo’s police chief and deputy mayor, who- fearing 

for his life following a heated argument with Bo- fled to a US consulate with incriminating 

documents.  

It is entirely possible that Bo directed Wang to orchestrate and cover the murder of Neil 

Heywood. Such involvement might have created some game-changing reservations for Wang, 

and would further account for his decision to approach a foreign embassy, evidence in hand, 

rather than turn to Beijing. Neil Heywood surely wasn’t the first of Bo’s victims to lose his life, 

but seeing as how he was a foreign national, he may have been the first who had to be dealt with 

outside of the law, while Bo’s other victims were paraded through the courts before ending up in 

jail or condemned to die by the state. Tellingly, when Wang finally left the consulate there was a 

dramatic standoff between state security officers and PAP forces loyal to Bo.
15

 In the end, Bo’s 

forces stood down, but the incident was already enough to solidify the ire of the party bosses and 

drag the scandal into the public sphere.  

Although it is clear that law enforcement was important to Bo’s operations, it must be 

understood that the strength of the PAP itself is much greater than connotations imply to those 

unfamiliar with the PRC’s security state. As described by Fischer: 

Ultimately the power position of the CCP depends on the loyal support of the 2.25 million 

members of the PLA, the 1.5 million People’s Armed Police (PAP), and 800,000 other 

security forces. In short, the CCP maintains a political dictatorship enforced by security 

services, police, and the armed forces.
16

   

The PAP is a domestic element of law enforcement which maintains quasi-military capabilities 

and may even be deployed overseas in wartime.
 17 

The evolution of the PAP from an ordinary 

police element to an elite force in readiness came on the heels of the Tiananmen Square incident 

in 1989. At Tiananmen the PAP was overwhelmed by the situation, prompting party leadership 

to call in the PLA. Deploying a military force to quash student demonstrators was viewed as 

excessive by many and was a great embarrassment to the CCP.
 18
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 Although Bo’s influence was considerable, having local PAP forces in one’s corner 

through guanxi alone has very real limitations. This is largely because China’s law enforcement 

chain of command routes through the military via the powerful Central Military Commission 

(CMC) before ultimately coming to rest in the hands of the Standing Committee. On paper, the 

PAP and similar entities fall under dual leadership from the CMC and MPS, but in reality it is 

the CMC that controls the PAP operationally.
 19

 While local authorities, to include Bo, retain the 

power to deploy the PAP to supplement local security efforts, civilian authorities must seek 

permission from the PLA in order to deploy the PAP to confront “mass incidents.”
 20

 

Understanding this dynamic, it follows that influence within the military would be necessary for 

Bo to operate his local security forces with any real autonomy.  

 

The People’s Liberation Army 

If one were to look to Chinese history (or to be fair, human history in general) to 

construct a roadmap to power, one would not need to look very hard or long to build a case that 

at some point such a roadmap would almost invariably run through the military. The first quarter 

of the 20
th

 century was a turbulent time in Chinese history which provides a rich culture of 

evidence that demonstrates the relationship between war and politics. The Age of Warlords, a 

term often applied to the period placed roughly between 1916 and 1926, witnessed the final push 

by the Qing dynasty to modernize the Chinese army and ended as the struggle between 

communist and nationalist forces took center stage.
21

 In this state of anarchism the Generals 

fought for control, while the troops fought for their generals. In fact, this style of military 

personality-cult allegiance has been a constant throughout China dating back into antiquity. 

Historian Andrew Scobell asserts that “Historically in China the strongest military loyalties are 

based on personality ties to kinship, geographic locale, or military service.” This phenomenon 

has been largely attributed to the personality cult of the dual political and military leader, a 

stratagem widely practiced by those who were struggling for power.
22

 Although the structure of 

modern China has been rendered far apart from that of its imperial past, it is not unreasonable to 

assert that the channels of power which are afforded by a cultural penchant for the military 

personality cult are still navigable. As embodied by Bo’s attempts to grab the reigns of military 
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control from his perch atop civilian office, the spirit of the politician-warlord may be very much 

alive and well in China today.  

Under the modern Chinese system, the military itself adheres to the party, rather than the 

state, despite constitutional rhetoric or national laws which claim the contrary.
23 

Control of the 

military is monopolized by the Beijing party bosses. The Chinese Communist Party views the 

role of the PLA as absolutely crucial to the preservation of the regime in addition to the defense 

of national interests from threats both domestic and foreign. It is easily understood that personal 

ties are important within any contemporary political system, but how far could Bo’s own gravitas 

really carry his ambitions? As it happens, models for success along such militaristic routes to 

power existed within Bo’s own lifetime. 

 

Political Power Grows from the Barrel of a Gun 

Amidst the violence of the revolution, Mao once proclaimed that “Every communist must 

grasp the truth, political power grows from the barrel of a gun.”
24 

As a former Red Guard 

himself, Bo Xilai was surely no stranger to the axiom. Mao’s use of the PLA to secure power 

certainly made an impact on Bo, but perhaps it was Deng Xiaoping whose legacy left an enticing 

blueprint for Bo to follow. After Mao’s death in 1976, two factions essentially formed vying 

against one another to fill the power vacuum left in the wake of the chairman’s demise. One 

faction - headed by Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing, and known as the Gang of Four- was pitted against 

what might be considered the reform element.
25

 Although the Gang of Four held considerable 

popular support as Mao’s ideological successors, it was Marshal Ye Jianying’s influence over the 

PLA which allowed him to overcome the opposition.
26 

Ye’s victory over Jiang facilitated by 

PLA loyalty would bring Deng back from exile and pave the way for his own rise to power.  

Once on top, Deng continued to enjoy the support of the PLA purely based upon his own 

connections made as a veteran of the original people’s war. Professor Xuezhi notes that:  

“For Deng, personal loyalty, guanxi (personal ties), and faction alignment remained the 

paramount criterion for career advancement. By virtue of his great prestige and large network of 
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connections in the PLA – an enduring source of his political power- Deng commanded absolute 

military loyalty”
 27

  

 

The strength of the PLA fraternity at the highest reaches of Chinese politics was evident 

during Deng’s reform era. Immediately following the Tiananmen Square incident in 1989, Deng 

intentionally selected for the position of deputy CMC chairman a general from the former Fourth 

Front Army. Deng made this choice precisely because these were the same officers whom Deng 

himself had led in the Second Field Army in the late 1930’s and early 40’s. He had established a 

personal trust with these particular generals from days gone by, a notion that explains why the 

majority of the PLA leadership at this time were alumni of the old Fourth Front.
28

 It is possible 

that Bo was merely emulating Deng by looking to reinforce his influence with substance beyond 

what powers were granted him on paper.  

Surely Deng Xiaoping was not oblivious to the example he was setting for those who 

would come after. Deng himself invested years cultivating a framework of personal leadership 

which allowed him to enact the sweeping reforms which would modernize China in the later 

portion of the 20th century. However, Deng saw the risk of passing along such a framework 

intact noting: “It would be unhealthy and very dangerous if the fate of a country depends on the 

prestige of one or two persons.”
 29

 Observing this, Deng would spend much of the 1980’s 

gradually “reducing the institutional and individual capacities for the military or its leaders to 

intervene in the policy process” while moving the state apparatus away from what Professor 

Xuezhi calls “personalism” towards institutional controls.
 30

 In effect, Deng was burning the 

bridges he had built behind him as he moved towards the end of his career.    

Much like Deng, could a strong, magnetic personality such as Bo revive the strategy 

which had propelled Deng towards sweeping influence before him? Xuezhi further notes that 

Deng “abhorred the degree to which the PLA was politicized during the Cultural Revolution as 

well as the resulting confusion in both the party and the army about the future of communist 

ideology”
 31

 Unlike Deng, however, rather than attempt to scrub the military clean of Mao’s 

revolutionary people’s war doctrine and replace it with his own system of “personalism,” Bo 

may have sought to fuse the two as Mao once did. Bo may have wished to market his brand as a 

revival leftist and cultivate his personal ties from China’s growing wellspring of cynicism aimed 
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at the Deng Era reforms. After all, the growing wealth gap and perceived corruption has left 

many disillusioned with China’s explosive economic modernization. It was necessary for Deng 

to remake China, taking it down a path which exists in stark contrast with Mao’s own 

revolutionary vision. Perhaps Bo sought to ride the pendulum back in the other direction.  

 

The November Exercises: the Quite Apex of Defiance 

Emulating the examples of those who have gone before, Bo worked tirelessly to cultivate 

his own relationships within the PLA. James Mulvenon of the Hoover Institution asserts that 

Bo’s relationship with the PLA falls into two distinct categories: “(1) his ties with local military 

elites in the geographic area under his official supervision and (2) his longstanding connections 

to PLA princelings.”
32

 Even though Bo concentrated his efforts on Chongqing, he did indeed 

have other supporters outside of the region. He developed strong ties to PLA elements in Yunnan 

Province, a region which was loyal to his father. Furthermore, Bo established significant military 

connections through his marriage with Gu Kailai.
33

  

 Bo’s regional ties in Chongqing were especially important to him. Mulvenon states that 

“the military was also attracted to Bo’s campaign to promote red songs and ultra-conservative 

ideology in Chongqing, as well as with his tactics to cover up the wrongdoings of the PLA.”
34

 

Chongqing’s role in the battles of Mao’s revolution holds a special significance in the eyes of its 

denizens. The province also contains many of China’s nuclear and ballistic missile assets, placed 

there when tensions soured with the Soviet Union in the 1960’s.
35

  

The trajectory of Bo Xilai’s military influence reached its climax with the November 

exercises, bringing the inquiry full circle. The severity of this act of defiance may be understood 

within the context of the PLA’s traditional ‘five-principles policy’ crafted under Deng. Professor 

Xuezhi summarizes the first principle noting: “all military units must be located under the 

leadership of the CCP and the CMC, without exception… and no one is allowed to employ the 

army without the permission of the party and army leadership.”
 36

 Bo’s message was assuredly 

not well received in Beijing. Fatefully, the connections which Bo so diligently cultivated within 

the PAP and PLA were never called upon after the ruinous allegations were uncovered. Despite 
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the fact the Bo was in no position to directly challenge Beijing when he was finally ousted, 

speculation abounds over the prospects of a coup had intervention not come when it did. 

 

Conclusion  

 Bo Xilai appears to be a complicated man. Assertions regarding Bo’s own true personal 

convictions and ideologies would provide at best a rather tenuous set of claims. From an early 

age his ties to Mao and the revolution may have inculcated him with leftist leanings which would 

eventually resurface in the form of his red programs and rhetoric in Chongqing. However, given 

that this behavior was in stark contrast to his early efforts to commercialize Liaoning combined 

with his record of corruption, it is the author’s opinion that Bo, above all else, was an 

opportunist.  

 Party leaders including Hu Jintao and Xi Xinping may have seen Bo as a threat from an 

early stage. It is important to note that very little of China’s power politics ever emerges from 

behind closed doors. Alliances may be made, challenges issued, and fortunes reversed all within 

the confines of the lofty politburo itself. After all, party unity is an essential element of CCP 

legitimacy in the eyes of the people. While it was Bo’s defiant control of the military which may 

have provided the early warning of rumblings to come, and the Wang Lijun incident which 

would thrust the scandal into the public’s attention . The proliferation of the incident across 

public perception was largely a consequence of China’s robust social media culture, whereas a 

similar incident in decades past might be quickly buried by the party. It is difficult to say when 

the specter of political infighting first came to life. It is possible that Bo’s posting to Chongqing 

was an attempt to distance him from the capital and ease him into irrelevance. This realization 

would explain Bo’s dramatic shift in behavior and the risky power grabs undertaken after his 

promotion. 

 It is especially difficult to say what sort of endgame Bo Xilai had in mind as he set about 

consolidating his power. Before scandal overtook his career, it would not have been 

unreasonable to assume he was headed for the standing committee having successfully entered 

the politburo relatively early in his career. Assuming he believed that party rivals would exclude 

him from this goal, he may have turned to a strategy that sought to leverage power through his 
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connections with the PLA reinforced by the loyalty of his own security forces all rubber stamped 

with the legitimacy granted to him by the support of the people. Notions of a coming coup 

against Beijing likely stand at the extreme edge of possibility. Nonetheless, the idea should not 

be dismissed out of hand as unthinkable. It remains more likely that Bo was merely seizing upon 

the only opportunities afforded him to establish himself as a force to be reckoned with.  

Given the many similarities between Bo’s own methods and those of both his 

contemporaries and predecessors, it should come as little surprise that he acted the way he did. 

And while the story of Bo Xilai has since come to an end, those conditions which paved the way 

for his rise are still very much in place. Political disunity, the growing wealth gap, the discontent 

of the disenfranchised poor, a culture of nepotism and personal ties over professionalism, and the 

structural patronage of the security state are all solid facets of China’s modern political 

landscape. Such conditions are ripe for more drama under country’s next round of rising stars.   
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