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JEROME DOYON

ABSTRACT: The Communist Youth League has developed a network of sub-organisations to expand its reach at minimum cost. It exemplifies the
low-cost corporatism model. Following this model, mass organisations maintain a corporatist relationship with the Party while diversifying
their activities through structures they supervise. These structures also provide them with additional material and human resources. In this
configuration, the Communist Youth League maintains an equilibrium between dependence on the Party and attractiveness to young people.
However, reforms put forward under Xi Jinping challenge this fragile equilibrium by strengthening Party control over the League and its sub-

organisations.
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Introduction

as corporatist? Recent studies show that this framework cannot ac-

count for the diversity of grassroots organisations in post-Mao China
(Fu2017; Spires 2011). However, it remains widely used to describe the in-
teractions between the Party-state and a wide range of “social organisa-
tions” (shehui zuzhi 3% 4843) (Hsu and Hasmath 2013), and especially
mass organisations (qunzhong zuzhi # £ 414%) (Lu 2009). Controlled by the
Party, they serve as “transmission belts” for policies, expanding the CCP’s
power into specific sectors of society (Townsend 1967). Mass organisations
hence embody Schmitter’s definition of corporatism as:

Can state-society relations in contemporary China still be described

A system of interest representation in which the constituent units
are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory, non-
competitive, hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated
categories, recognized or licensed (if not created) by the state and
granted a deliberate representational monopoly within their respec-
tive categories in exchange for observing certain controls on their
selection of leaders and articulation of demands and supports
(Schmitter 1974: 93).

In practice, even traditional mass organisations have been moving away
from a pure corporatist model. Since the 1980s, they have developed
new strategies to remain appealing to their constituencies. Jude Howell
shows how in the 1980s, the bourgeoning of study groups and associa-
tions on gender issues forced the All-China Women Federation (ACWF)
to transform itself (Howell 1996).To survive, the ACWF began to develop
its own issue-oriented sub-organisations, creating, for example, the
Women's Studies Institute. The ACWF therefore found a subtle way to
engage with the government on specific issues while accepting Party-
state domination (Howell 2000). As they have emerged, the structures
created or co-opted by mass organisations have tended to challenge the
traditional corporatist order made of singular, compulsory, and non-com-
petitive entities.
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As new entities, these structures supervised by mass organisations became
a focus of scholarly attention. Yet their parent organisations remain under-
studied. The China Youth Development Foundation (Zhongguo gingshaonian
fazhan jijinhui 1 & & D F % R £ £ %; hereafter CYDF) exemplifies this
trend. Several studies analyse the development of this organisation, pre-
sented as one of China’s most successful NGOs (Lu 2009; Hsu 2017). The
role played by the Communist Youth League, which supervises the CYDF, is
by contrast overlooked. | bring the mass organisations back to the centre
of the picture. In doing so, | unveil what | call the “low-cost corporatism”
model. In that model the Party maintains intact corporatist ties with un-
derfunded mass organisations. In turn, these organisations compensate for
their lack of resources and expand their reach through sub-organisations.

| focus on the Communist Youth League (gongchanzhuyi gingnian tuan
$£7= 3 X E FH; hereafter the League or CYL). It is the Chinese Communist
Party’s (CCP) central youth organisation and one of the largest political or-
ganisations in the world. It is similar in size to the Party, (" with 87.5 million
members by the end of 2015 (Xinhua 2016). The CYL can be found at every
level of the Party-state hierarchy and is very active in units with numerous
young people, such as schools and universities (Kou 2007; Tsimonis 2018).
In addition to its branches, the CYL is the parent organisation of numerous
structures linked to youth affairs (Wang and He 2010). | base my analysis
on 14 months of field research conducted in Beijing, Nanjing, and Guiyang
between 2011 and 2015. Following a snowball sampling, | did 121 inter-
views with actors affiliated with the CYL at different levels of the polity.

Despite its importance, there are very few studies on the evolution of the
CYL in post-Mao China. The few that exist mainly focus on the League’s de-
cline.They depict the League as an anachronistic organisation, entirely con-
trolled by the Party and incapable of attracting young people. These studies
highlight how the CYL's core activities of political indoctrination are unap-
pealing to young people (Rosen 1985; Tsimonis 2018). They also stress that
the CYL has not managed to have as much influence on policymaking as
other mass organisations (Tsimonis forthcoming). Overall, these studies
rightly point to the CYL's weaknesses and its inherent tension between Party

1. The CCP had close to 88.75 million members by the end of 2015 (Financial Times 2016).

peer-reviewed article 39



Special feature

control and attractiveness to young people. However, if in such a declining
state, how can the CYL still be appealing to young Chinese and recruit more
than 40 million volunteers over a decade (2001-2012) (China Youth Daily
2013)? | argue that despite its lack of autonomy and resources, the CYL has
managed to maintain a certain level of hegemony over youth activities by
coordinating a network of sub-organisations. The League hence embodies
the low-cost corporatism model.

To tackle these issues, | first detail the structural weakness of the League
in its corporatist relation with the Party. Second, | review the changes in the
League’s principal activities, and how it frames them differently in the post-
Tiananmen era to attract young people. Third, | highlight the low-cost cor-
poratism model and the growing importance of the League's
sub-organisations in the post-Mao era. | argue that the League partially
solved its fundamental tension between appeal and control by developing
a network of sub-organisations, which allows it to expand its reach at lim-
ited cost. Finally, | turn to the reforms implemented under Xi Jinping to show
how they challenge the existing and fragile equilibrium. The changes go
against the low-cost corporatism model as they limit the CYL's control over
sub-organisations.

The Party’s assistant and reserve force

The Chinese Communist Youth League organised its first National Congress
in 1922.@ The Party rapidly took control over the organisations. In 1922,
the Party issued a “Resolution on the question of the youth movement”
that limited the League’s autonomy from the CCP (Graziani 2014). As a re-
sult, the CYL became the Party's "assistant” (zhushou B1 ) (National
Congress of the Communist Youth League 2013). It was a crucial force in
the CCP's struggle for power, and after 1949 it was transformed into an in-
strument to manage young people’s activities. During the Cultural Revolu-
tion, the CYL was accused of bourgeois revisionism together with core
elements of the Party bureaucracy and stopped its operations in 1966
(Graziani 2014; Healy 1982). The central CYL organisation was re-estab-
lished only in 1978 (Healy 1982).

In the 1980s, reformers thought that a loosening of Party control was es-
sential for the League to remain relevant to young people. They argued that
with the decreasing ideological hegemony of the CCP and the emergence
of new channels of social mobility in the 1980s, the CYL had progressively
lost its control over Chinese youth (Rosen 1985). Columns in the official
press discussed the League’s right to “conduct independent activities” to be
adaptive to young people’s needs (Ceng, Zhu and Zhang 1980). A reform
was put forward in 1988 to make the CYL, along with other mass organisa-
tions, more autonomous in its activities. These debates highlight the
League’s core tension between Party control and autonomy in order to be
more appealing to young people. This tension permeates mass organisations
more broadly (see Froissart et al. and Zhou's article in this issue). However,
the reform plan was set aside after the suppression of the Tiananmen move-
ment in 1989 (Goldman 1994). The CCP in December 1989 issued a docu-
ment calling for a strengthening of Party control over its three major mass
organisations (Central Communist Party 1989). The little autonomy the CYL
had in the 1980s disappeared.

At the same time, the Soviet precedent led the CCP to be cautious with
how it dealt with the CYL in the context of a liberalising economy. Main-
taining tight control over the CYL appeared a way to prevent a scenario
similar to what happened to the Soviet Youth League, the Komsomol, in the
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1980s. Like the CYL, the Komsomol was under strict Party control. The sit-
uation changed in the 1980s under Gorbachev. It was reorganised and
gained substantial autonomy as local units of the organisation took charge
of their budgets. According to Solnick, this led to a “bank run” phenomenon
in 1987: local Komsomol officials started to use the organisation’s resources
to develop local businesses (Solnick 1998). With the development of the
“Komsomol economy,” young cadres increasingly distanced themselves
from the Party-state, which accelerated the disintegration of the organisa-
tion. As they were among the first to profit from the USSR’s liberalising
economy, many of them later became major oligarchs.

All of the CYL officials | interviewed highlighted the League’s “lack of
power and funds” (wuquan wugian i F ). In addition to controlling its
agenda, the CCP selects the CYL leaders at all echelons. At the central level,
while the CYL Central Committee formally elects the League’s secretaries,
it is actually the CCP Politburo Standing Committee that selects them. This
configuration is replicated at the lower levels of the organisation.

The CYL also lacks coherence. The CYL at every level is dependent on the
Party, and the upper-level CYL units only have a secondary supervision func-
tion. As explained by a Central CYL School staff member:

A major problem for the CYL is that it cannot have an integrated
work plan. The Central CYL policies are only partially implemented
at the local levels as the upper echelons have no power over officials’
promotions (...). If a local CYL committee must choose between con-
flicting orders given by the upper-level CYL committee and by the
local CCP committee, it will follow the Party. @)

Chinese specialists of the CYL widely share this diagnosis. For example,
Zheng Changzhong #(8, a former CYL official now based at Fudan Uni-
versity, warns that the CYL is marginalised at the local level because local
CYL officials do not adequately follow central CYL instructions (Zheng
2008). This is far from a new issue, as already in 1980 the CYL admitted
that 30% of its 2.2 million units countrywide were poorly organised or
paralysed (Rosen 1985).

The CYL has few sources of revenue. The day-to-day functioning of the
organisation relies on the membership dues it collects, as well as funds from
the Party-state. At every echelon the CYL premises and the salaries of its
officials are funded by the state, similarly to a government office. Grassroots
units collect the membership dues and transmit a portion to the higher-
level CYL units, up to the central level. The amount paid depends on the
member’s salary (Central Communist Youth League 1994). A figure for the
total amount collected every year is hard to estimate. It remains in any case
a funding channel of lesser importance than the money coming from the
state. (4

Beyond the funding of its day-to-day activities, the CYL can collect addi-
tional resources for specific events. It can, for instance, get public funds for
the organisation of major activities, as its involvement in the 2008 Olympic
Games, ® or it can raise money from the private sector through various sub-
organisations, for charity projects in particular. To fund specific activities
the CYL can finally rely on sponsorship from its affiliated firms, such as the

2. It was then named the Socialist Youth League. In practice, its first cell was created in 1920 .
3. Interview with a Central CYL School staff member, Central CYL School, Beijing, 25 June 2013.

4. Interview with a CYL official in a provincial-level state-owned enterprise, Nanjing, 27 June 2012;
interview with district-level CYL official, Haidian District, Beijing, 25 June 2013.

5. Interview with former city-level CYL official, Nanjing, 14 December 2011.
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Table 1 -The extension of CYL membership and
limits of its managing capabilities (1949-2013) ®

CYL cadres
(full time)

CYL Congress

CCP members CYL members

(year)

6% (1949) 4.5 million 190 000 missing
7t (1953) 6.4 million 9 million missing
8t (1957) 11 million 23 million 80,000
9t (1964) 18 million 32 million missing
10t (1978) 36 million 48 million 150,200
11t (1982) 39 million 48 million 184,716
12t (1988) 47 million 56 million 208,027
13" (1993) 53 million 56 million 227,546
14t (1998) 61 million 68 million 213,695
15t (2003) 68 million 69 million 183,000
16" (2008) 75 million 75 million 190,000
17" (2013) 85 million 89 million 250,000

publishing house China Youth Press for cultural events, or the “youth travel
agencies” for projects with touristic implications. )

The CYL is not rich, even by comparison with other mass organisations.
The 2015 budget of the central CYL (583 million RMB) was only 26.4% of
the 2015 budget of the All-China Federation of Trade Union (2 billion RMB)
(Central Communist Youth League 2015; All-China Federation of Trade
Unions 2015). At the grassroots level, the annual working budget for a
county-level CYL committee is often less than 50,000 RMB, despite regu-
lations setting the minimum yearly budget at 100,000 RMB (China Youth
Daily 2012). It mainly covers cadres’ salaries and operating fees. ©)

Human resources are also limited. While CYL membership has dramatically
increased over the years, the number of full-time officials has not grown
correspondingly (Table 1). As the Party's “reserve force” (houbeijun 5% %),
the Youth League is responsible for recruiting young members, between 14
and 28 years old (National Congress of the Communist Youth League 2013).
After being screened and trained, some of them eventually become CCP
members. According to the model of “Party-led League-building,” the
League follows the Party’s organisational expansion strategy (National
Congress of the Communist Youth League 2013). The CYL has managed to
widely expand its membership in the post-Mao era: Since 1982, it has com-
prised about 25% of Chinese young people between 14 and 28 years old,
compared with 20% in the 1950-1960s (Healy 1982; Pringsheim 1962).

By contrast, the number of CYL officials dropped in the 1990s as the
restructuring of state-owned enterprises led to the dismantlement of
many CYL units (Research team of the Central Communist Youth League
2001). The number of CYL officials then started to increase again in the
2000s, but the ratio of official per member remains much lower than in
the 1980s. There are many fewer CYL cadres than CCP cadres. In 2013,
the CYL had 250,000 full-time officials for 89 million members, while the
CCP had 27 million officials for 85 million members (Cabestan 2014:
403). These figures are not entirely comparable, as Party and state offi-
cials are hardly separable, but they indicate the CYL's lack of managing
capabilities.

In its corporatist relationship to the Party, the CYL is in a situation of or-
ganisational “juniority” (Tsimonis 2018): it is unfavourably embedded in
Party-state hierarchies and lacks resources. Against this background, how
does the CYL remain appealing to young people?
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Diversifying the League’s activities:
Domination over the volunteer sector

The Tiananmen movement symbolised the CYL's failure to manage young
people (Li 2007). In the post-1989 era, therefore, the CYL tried to remain
attractive to young people by adapting its activities to the evolving socio-
economic situation. The restructuring of state-owned enterprises announced
in 1997 created a significant unemployment problem, and the Party-state
called upon the mass organisations to help laid-off workers find new jobs
(Hu 2000). The CYL in 1998 launched the “Chinese Young Entrepreneurs Op-
eration.” It provided training and financial help to many entrepreneurs as a
way to curb unemployment. Between 1998 and 2004, it trained two million
young entrepreneurs and provided financial help to 200,000 (Shen 2009).
From the late 1990s onwards, environmental protection also emerged as a
key public issue and the CYL became active in this arena. The League, to-
gether with the central government, in 1999 launched the “Mother River
Protection Operation.” By 2005, it had collected 250 million RMB, and 300
million young volunteers had participated in the decontamination of the
country's rivers (Shen 2009).

The “Young Volunteers Operation” launched in 1993 is the best embodi-
ment of the CYL's efforts to present itself as more modern and inviting. Its
goal is to recruit young volunteers and to channel them into a variety of
poverty alleviation, education assistance, and environment protection pro-
jects. In 1994 the central CYL founded the Chinese Young Volunteers Asso-
ciation and laid out the foundations for a nationally structured system of
youth volunteering. The League created volunteer associations at all levels
of the polity and established domination over most state-sanctioned vol-
unteering activities (Palmer and Ning forthcoming; Xu 2012). As mentioned
in 2010 by Lu Hao, then Central CYL First Secretary: “Youth volunteering is
an extremely valuable working brand created by the Communist Youth
League” (quoted in Xu 2012: 98).

The volunteer operation included several projects over the years, such as
the “Chinese Youth Volunteers Poverty-Elimination Relay Project” initiated
in 1996 to improve educational and medical services in poor counties, and
the “One-helps-One” project of 1994 which assists the elderly and disabled
populations (Hu 2013). Between 2010 and 2013, the League mobilised five
million volunteers to take part in the “CYL Volunteering Operation to Take
Care of the Children of Rural Migrant Workers” (China Youth Daily 2013).
The CYL also recruited volunteers for disaster relief operations and large in-
ternational events. The Sichuan earthquake of 2008 mobilised more than
four million volunteers, and 1.7 million volunteers took part in the Olympic
Games that same year (Chong 2011). After establishing a formalised regis-
tering system in 2001, the League enlisted more than 40 million volunteers
(China Youth Daily 2013).

While these activities appear apolitical, they have a clear political objec-
tive. The League launched the Young Volunteers Operation as an attempt
to regain control over young people after the 1980s and the Tiananmen
mobilisations (Rosen 1992). Already in the early 1980s, CYL officials were

6. The numbers reported at each CYL congresses reflect the situation of the organisation at the end
of the previous year. Sources: Central Communist Youth League website (2018); Xinhua (2013); Li
(2013); Healy (1982); Gore (2011); Zhang (2013).

7. Interview with provincial-level CYL official, Nanjing, 10 March 2015; interview with city-level CYL
official, Guiyang, 20 January 2015; interview with district-level CYL official, Shunyi District, Beijing,
19 November 2015.

8. Interview with city-level CYL official, Guiyang, Guizhou, 14 January 2015; interview with a county-
level CYL official, Shijiazhuang, Hebei, 11 June 2015.
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complaining about the increasing influence of “Western concepts” on young
people (Ch'i 1997). In 1993, Li Keqgiang, then CYL Central Committee First
Secretary, launched the Volunteers Operation to tackle this issue. According
to a former official active in the CYL central organisation at the time, it has
primarily been seen as a smart way to bring more young people within the
League’s grasp. @ As Bin Xu's work on civic engagement following the
Sichuan earthquake shows, the Party-state and the CYL use the framework
of volunteering to channel individuals toward a common goal, despite the
variety of reasons they may have to participate (Xu 2017). As explained in
2003 by Yuan Baocheng, then Secretary of the Shenzhen Municipal Youth
League Committee: “In order to more effectively bridge and link between
the Party and youth, we can make a reference to the operation mechanism
of NGOs in developed countries, and extend the work sphere of the CYL
(quoted in Xu 2012: 98).

Studies underscore the continuity between the Volunteers Operation and
other mobilisation campaigns such as “Learn from Lei Feng” (Palmer and
Ning forthcoming). This operation also exemplifies how the CYL uses sub-
organisations, in this case the Young Volunteers Association, to develop new
activities and frame them differently. The CYL also uses the funds raised by
these sub-organisations to compensate for its lack of resources. While in
2012 the CYL's annual budget reached only 1 million RMB, its subordinate
Young Volunteers Association had twice as much at its disposal. The CYL
uses these resources to recruit and expand its volunteering activities. 19 As
I show in the following section, this strategy allows the CYL to diversify its
activities despite its lack of autonomy and resources.

Low-cost corporatism

The Communist Youth League has been at the centre of a network of
youth organisations since the early years of the People’s Republic of China.
In 1949 it established or reshaped youth organisations to target young peo-
ple outside its reach. The main one was the All-China Federation of Demo-
cratic Youth: as the Youth League targeted “politically advanced” youth, the
CCP saw the need for a broader organisation aimed at supervising young
people more widely. The All-China Federation of Democratic Youth was thus
created as an umbrella organisation encompassing other youth groups, in-
cluding the Youth League but also the All-China Student Federation and the
Young Pioneers of China — dedicated to children from six to 14 years old
(Barnett 1951). Its First Congress was held in Beijing in 1949. In 1958 it be-
came the All-China Youth Federation (ACYF) and still exists as such today
(Hu 2013).

The CYL is officially defined as the ACYF's "core” (hexin #%:) (Congress
of the All-China Youth Federation 2010). The ACYF Chairman is at the same
time the CYL Central Committee’s Executive Secretary, the League’s number
two. The ACYF Secretary-General, in charge of day-to-day activities, also
heads the CYL United Front Work Department. The ACYF's dependence on
the League is replicated at the local level (Kou 2007).

The ACYF is a consultative body for the CYL and it does not have its own
activities, funding, or organisational life (Hu 2013). It is a United Front or-
ganisation for the CYL and its mission is to liaise with non-communist
young people (Pringsheim 1962). It allows the CYL to expand its influence
beyond its membership, and to co-opt successful businesspeople or reli-
gious leaders. CYL officials also use it as a public relations platform: they
present themselves as ACYF cadres to tone down the political nature of
their position when meeting foreigners. 1) Overall, the CYL's relationship
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with the ACYF mirrors the CCP's relationship with the Chinese People’s Po-
litical Consultative Conference. This advisory body symbolises the Party’s
United Front strategy: it is a discussion platform between the CCP and
non-Party groups, such as economic, intellectual, or religious elites (Groot
2004).

Beyond the ACYF and other youth organisations established in the early
years of the People’s Republic of China, the CYL has since the 1980s devel-
oped a web of sub-organisations to diversify its activities. The China Youth
Development Foundation (CYDF) exemplifies this strategy. Founded in
March 1989, it quickly launched “Project Hope” (Xiwang gongcheng
# 2 T 72), aimed at improving primary education in the poorest regions of
China. The project started by sponsoring the reconstruction of a school in
Anhui Province, which became the first Hope primary school. Project Hope
then gained momentum and began to attract considerable private funding
(Wang 1999). Numerous companies donate to the CYDF, often through
their internal CYL committees (Tsimonis 2017). According to its website,
the CYDF raised 14 billion RMB to help fund the education of 5.8 million
students between 1989 and 2017. It participated in the renovation of
19,000 primary schools and 29,000 libraries, and trained 106,000 rural
teachers. (2

While often presented as an NGO, the CYDF can hardly be described
as one (Lu 2009; Hsu 2017). It is under the direct control of the CYL
leadership; the CYDF president has always been a CYL leader. Xu Yong-
guang 7k 3, then Organisation department director of the CYL, headed
the ACYF at its creation. He Junke Z3Z &}, first secretary of the CYL Cen-
tral Committee, is its current president. ('3 At the local level, CYL com-
mittees manage CYDF branches, and the two organisations generally
share offices. Based on the close link between the two organisations,
CYL cadres tend to regard CYDF activities as another League project. (")
Along these lines, Lu Yiyi showed how the relationship between the CYL
and the CYDF has been mutually beneficial. The CYDF has used the pro-
tection and the networks of the League to raise funds and to develop
projects that local administrations sometimes opposed. At the same
time the success of Project Hope has helped to improve the CYL's public
image (Lu 2009).(19)

Local-level CYL committees follow the same model and establish their
own initiatives. The "Chunhui Project” (Chunhui xingdong & 1750, de-
veloped in Guizhou, is an excellent example of such adaptation. In 2004,
the Guizhou Province CYL committee launched this poverty relief pro-
ject targeting rural and national minority areas. The provincial-level CYL
set up an organisation to supervise its implementation. In 2007 it be-
came the Guizhou Province Chunhui Project Development Centre.
Through its grassroots branches, the CYL contacts key actors and puts
them in touch with charity organisations or investors. Among other
things, it provides scholarships for rural students and support packages

9. Interview with a former Central CYL official, Central CYL School, Beijing, 18 March 2015.
10.  Interview with a district-level CYL official, Haidian District, Beijing, 16 June 2012.

11, Interview with an ACYF representative, Nanjing, 4 April 2015.

12. CYDF website, http://www.cydf.org.cn (accessed on 4 April 2019).

13. Xu Yongguang's official CV, http://www.xuyongguang.cn/category/86; He Junke's CV,
http://news.sina.com.cn/0/2018-06-29/doc-iheqpwqz 1718928 shtml (both accessed on 2 April
2019).

14.  Interview with a district-level CYL official, Haidian District, Beijing, 16 June 2012.

15.  Interview with a provincial-level CYL official, Nanjing, 10 March 2015; interview with a city-level
CYL official, Guiyang, 20 January 2015; interview with a district-level CYL official, Shunyi District,
Beijing, 19 November 2015.
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for local entrepreneurs. (1% The funds come primarily from companies,
and some of them set up their own initiatives within the overall Chunhui
project. The Maotai liquor company, for example, provides “Maotai stu-
dent scholarships.” ("7

The CYL uses sub-organisations to increase its resources. As it cannot raise
private funds directly, it uses these structures to do so.(® A Central CYL
school staff member mentioned how “the CYL has no money, but it has rich
charities associated with it.” (¥ The CYDF, for instance, raises much more
money than the CYL receives from the state or its own members. In 2014
the CYDF raised 521 million RMB, 29 while the central CYL budget was 471
million (Central Communist Youth League 2014).This is also true at the local
level. In 2014 in Guizhou Province, the local CYDF raised 150 million RMB, @1
compared with a CYL budget of 100 million (Guizhou Provincial Communist
Youth League 2016). That same year, the Chunhui Project raised another 7
million RMB for poverty-relief activities. ? While these projects flourish in
the under-developed province of Guizhou, fundraising activities are also im-
portant in more affluent provinces. In Jiangsu in the mid-2010s, the CYDF
raised about 20 million RMB annually, ?¥ while the CYL budget was around
55 million (Jiangsu Provincial Communist Youth League 2016). At the local
level these funds are directly managed by CYL committees, and some are
directly used for the League’s functioning rather than for CYDF projects
themselves (Hsu 2017). As Lu Yiyi summarises it: “The CYDF costs nothing,
while continuously bringing in huge economic and political benefits” (Lu
2009: 49).

The CYL also uses its sub-organisations to access additional human re-
sources when it cannot expand its payroll due to lack of funding or ad-
ministrative quotas. For example, the Guizhou Province CYL committee
has 42 officials on its payroll but also 171 additional cadres working in
affiliated structures. It includes staff for the local CYL school and publish-
ing house, but also the local Youth Development Foundation’s 15 staff
members. ¢4

The resources tied to specific projects and sub-organisations can lead to
competition across CYL units. The Nanjing 2015 Youth Olympic Games,
which took place during my fieldwork, illustrated this dynamic. The Nanjing
City CYL took an active part in the event and established a committee in
charge of its management. It included about 400 staff members, a large
number of them being dispatched CYL officials. The committee was in charge
of recruiting and managing around 20,000 volunteers for the event. @) Ac-
cording to my interviewees, the situation led to open competition with the
Jiangsu provincial CYL as it tried to gain control over the organisation of the
event and the funds provided by the central government. %¢)

In the low-cost corporatism configuration, the CYL has little auton-
omy from the Party and few resources, but it develops a network of or-
ganisations to expand its reach. As my interviewees repeatedly
observed, the CYL functions as a “platform” that connects and super-
vises many subsidiary organisations. @) It echoes the Party's transfor-
mation into a “hub-like” organisation, as described by Patricia Thornton
(2013). Low-cost corporatism shares some features with traditional
forms of corporatism, with the Party-state as the main supervising
actor. However, it is more flexible as similar organisations coexist and
sometimes compete. This model of low-cost corporatism allows the
CYL to remain the Party's assistant while benefitting from the activities
of supervised social organisations. The League can therefore maintain
an equilibrium between Party control and engagement with young peo-
ple at limited cost.
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Restructuring of the Youth League under Xi
Jinping

Recent developments highlight the CYL's weakening and its decreasing control
over its sub-organisations. At its 2018 National Congress, the newly appointed
CYL First Secretary, He Junke, stressed that “CYL's work often does not live up
to the standards of the new era (... The CYL still has weak foundations at the
grassroots.” He also called for strengthening the CYL's “political and vanguard
features,” which translates into more emphasis on ideological training and
stricter recruitment criteria for members (He 2018). As a result, CYL membership
dropped to 81 million in 2018, compared to 85 million in 2013 (Xinhua 2018).

He Junke’s speech is in line with recent criticisms of the League. In 2015,
the Central Commission for Discipline Inspection accused the CYL of be-
coming increasingly “bureaucratic, administrative, aristocratic, and enter-
tainment-oriented” (Central Commission for Discipline Inspection 2016).
Also, in a recent book compiling his comments on youth issues, Xi Jinping
warned the CYL against “empty slogans” and the risk of becoming an “empty
shell.” Xi called for a transformation of youth work and a strengthening of
Party control over the CYL (Xi 2017).

As a result, the CYL is undergoing an overall restructuring. The CCP Polit-
buro Standing Committee in August 2016 adopted the “Proposal on the Re-
form of the Central Youth League,” which strengthens the Party’s control
over the League and reforms its leadership organs (Central Communist Youth
League 2016a). The restructuring includes “shrinkage at the top and replen-
ishment below,” which implies a decrease in full-time CYL personnel at the
central and provincial levels, and a parallel increase in staff at the county
level. Overall, this reform limits the power of the upper-level CYL organisa-
tions and strengthens the CCP’s control over it.

This restructuring has been accompanied by a weakening of the CYL's con-
trol over sub-organisations. Cuts in the central CYL's budget symbolise this
change. The budget was cut by almost half between 2015 and 2016, as the
CYL lost part of its control over significant volunteering projects and the
attached funding (Central Communist Youth League 2016b). Different min-
istries have been competing since then to gain control over various volun-
teering projects. @8 A similar trend is apparent at the local level. In Guizhou

16.  Interview with a city-level CYL official, Guiyang, 20 January 2015; interview with provincial-level
CYL official, Guiyang, 14 January 2015.

17. China Foundation Centre website, http://www1.foundationcentre.org.cn/Content/Index?bh=1771
(accessed on 3 April 2019).

18.  Interview with a district-level CYL official, Haidian District, Beijing, 16 June 2012.
19. Interview with a Central CYL School staff member, Central CYL School, Beijing, 25 June 2013.

20.  China Foundation Centre website, http://www1.foundationcentre.org.cn/Content/Index?bh=236
(accessed on 3 April 2019).

21, China Foundation Centre website, http://www1.foundationcentre.org.cn/Content/Index?bh=1778
(accessed on 3 April 2019).

22.  China Foundation Centre website, http://www1.foundationcentre.org.cn/Content/Index?bh=1771
(accessed on 3 April 2019).

23.  China Foundation Centre website, http://www1.foundationcentre.org.cn/Content/Index?bh=824
(accessed on 3 April 2019).

24.  Interview with a city-level CYL official, Guiyang, 20 January 2015; interview with a provincial-
level CYL official, Guiyang, 14 January 2015.

25.  Interview with a city-level CYL official, Nanjing, 7 July 2015.

26.  Interview with a provincial-level CYL official, Nanjing, 10 March 2015; interview with a city-level
CYL official, Nanjing, 13 March 2015.

27. Interview with a provincial-level CYL official, Nanjing, 10 March 2015; interview with a city-level
CYL official, Guiyang, 20 January 2015; interview with a district-level CYL official, Shunyi District,
Beijing, 19 November 2015; interview with a district-level CYL official, Haidian District, Beijing,
16 June 2012.

28.  Interview with a district-level CYL official, Chaoyang District, Beijing, 28 July 2017.
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Province, for example, the local Youth Development Foundation budget was
included in the overall CYL budget until 2014, but that is not the case any-
more (Guizhou Provincial Communist Youth League 2016). Besides, the Central
CYL s losing control over other sources of revenue. The CYL has lost its cor-
porate holdings in ChinaTravel Group and Cachet Pharmaceutical ( Yicai 2018).
Also, the core of the China Youth University of Political Studies, co-managed
by the CYL and the ministry of Education, has been absorbed into the newly-
established University of Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (Xinhua 2017).

These changes are moving the CYL away from low-cost corporatism. The
Party is strengthening its control and challenging the CYL's brokering role.
Going back to a more traditional corporatist model, the League is expected
to focus on its core political indoctrination function. This may profoundly
limit the League's appeal in the long run.

Without the Youth League as an intermediary, the Party can more directly
engage with organisations such as the CYDF. This evolution is in line with the
broader transformation of state-society relations under Xi Jinping. More Party
control goes hand-in-hand with new regulations to facilitate the development
of organisations providing social services. In some predetermined sectors, pub-
lic welfare and charity in particular, social organisations can now register with-
out a sponsor and engage directly with the Party-state (Shieh 2018).

Conclusion

Despite the transformations of the reform era, the CYL tries to remain the
only game in town and prevent any form of political alternative to emerge.
Its lack of autonomy from the Party, organisational coherence, and resources
makes this difficult. To remain appealing, it has established a network of
sub-organisations and diversified its activities, especially into the welfare
sector. Via its sub-organisations, the CYL is also active abroad through vol-
unteering programs or disaster-relief efforts (Jourda in this issue; Graziani
and Ceccagno 2016). | apply the term “low-cost corporatism” to this con-

figuration, which allows the CYL to maintain an equilibrium between Party
control and engagement with young people at limited cost.

Low-cost corporatism echoes the model of consultative authoritarianism
put forward by Teets, as its indirect control over social organisations allows
the Party-state to reap the benefits of their actions (Teets 2014). The low-
cost corporatism model can also account for the cooperation between other
mass organisations and subsidiary organisations analysed in various studies
(Lu 2009; Hsu and Hasmath 2013; Howell 2015). Jude Howell highlights
how the Party and its mass organisations subcontract some of their social
welfare functions to subordinate organisations. Following a strategy of “wel-
farist incorporation,” the state can “purchases services” so it no longer has
to provide them directly (Howell 2015). Following the economic reforms,
the Party-state induced mass organisations to take over welfare services it
did not provide anymore (Ma 2006). In turn, they relied on their sub-organ-
isations to develop initiatives such as Project Hope and to raise the neces-
sary funds.

The low-cost corporatism configuration nevertheless remains a fragile
equilibrium that is currently challenged. Reforms put forward under Xi
Jinping strengthen Party control over the CYL and the League's sub-or-
ganisations. The CYL is therefore losing its brokering function. In a tradi-
tional corporatist fashion, it is expected to focus on its primary political
indoctrination function, which may limit its appeal in the future.
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