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In the course of the past 40 years of economic development, a number of large Chinese technology 

companies have come to wield global influence, including Baidu, Alibaba, and Tencent, which have 

expanded beyond their origins as internet companies; telecom giants that have benefitted from close 

relations with the government, including Huawei and ZTE; and upstart fintech services like Ant 

Financial. Video security companies Hikvision and Dahua Technology have also become important 

global players. These internet companies and tech firms are still growing, and their market value has 

already exceeded that of many small- and medium-sized economies. 

The platforms and products created by these tech giants have made it easier for Chinese to 

communicate and connect with each other, and to a certain extent have increased the efficiency of 

economic activity. As these companies play an increasingly important role in economic and social life, 

what kind of delicate, mutual relationship do they have with the organization that actually holds the 

reins in China – the Chinese Communist Party (CCP)? And what is special about that relationship? 

If you have the opportunity to visit the headquarters of one of these companies, you will see photos of 

official visits or of the founder and political leaders lining the halls. Many tech company founders also 

hold seats in the National People's Congress or the People's Political Consultative Conference, positions 

that symbolize both the status of these companies and the political rewards bestowed on their 

billionaire founders. 

The real relationship between the CCP and tech runs even deeper than it appears. It would take a 

dissertation to fully describe it. This article will outline a simple framework for that relationship as it 

relates to several "public opinion hotspots." 

In 2019, the Hangzhou Municipal Government announced that it would transfer 100 cadres to the 

offices of 100 major companies, including Alibaba, Geely Holdings, and Wahaha, to act as “government 

affairs representatives.” These cadres were to coordinate and resolve government matters, facilitate 

communication, provide answers to policy questions, and provide comprehensive guarantees on 

project implementation. 

Hangzhou's approach was consistent with the spirit of official policy. On September 25, 2017, the Central 

Committee [and] State Council released its "Recommendations on Creating a Healthy Environment for 

Entrepreneurship, Promoting Excellence in Entrepreneurial Spirit, and Improving the Impact of  
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Entrepreneurs"; soon after, Hangzhou announced its own "Recommendations for a New Form of 

Government-Commerce Relationship."1 

Despite the bureaucratic air of the announcement, the government's unremarkable sounding 

proactive "dispatch of government service representatives" to large companies triggered a storm of 

public opinion. Most commentators believed these government liaisons would be fighting a war 

without a cause, meddling beyond the scope of the government. Their roles were unclear, they would 

interfere with business operations, and the partnership was prone to corruption. This maelstrom of 

mostly negative reactions put Hangzhou on the defensive, and its plan quickly faded into oblivion. 

Later, I specifically learned that the relevant departments in the city government would not speak a 

word about this debacle. They do not want the public to talk about it ever again. 

Some may take the recall of the cadres to mean that public opinion can influence policy or indicates 

that tech giants enjoy a degree of independence from the state, but this would be an overly optimistic 

reading. It may be that the Hangzhou government’s initiative was withdrawn only after failing to attract 

support from higher-level Communist Party organizations, because as far the latter were concerned, 

the Hangzhou city government had overstepped its boundaries. The CCP already is a weighty presence 

among the tech giants without these representatives. 

Since 2003, the CCP has prioritized promoting Party organizational construction (zhuzi jianshe  

组织建设), the creation of party cells, within private enterprise. Organizational construction picked up 

markedly after 2012. Alibaba was founded in 1999; the very next year, the company set up a Party 

branch. As the company grew, so did the number of Party members among its ranks. In 2008 Alibaba's 

Party organization was upgraded to a Party committee. By the end of 2017, over 6000 Alibaba 

employees were CCP members, and founder Jack Ma's own Party membership was exposed.2  

Two other internet giants, Baidu and Tencent, established Party organizations in 2011. In 2016, Tencent's 

Party committee became the only internet company in China to have a nationwide advanced 

grassroots Party organization. To demonstrate his political loyalty, Jack Ma made has made three high- 

 

 
 

 
1 http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2017-09/25/content_5227473.htm Title: State Council released its "Recommendations on Creating a 
Healthy Environment for Entrepreneurship, Promoting Excellence in Entrepreneurial Spirit, and Improving the Impact of 
Entrepreneurs" 

2 https://www.cna.com.tw/news/acn/201804080079.aspx. Title: Party Cells Penetrating to Internet Companies. Six Thousand CCP 
members are across the country along with Alibaba 



ASIA’S PATH FORWARD  

Center for International Private Enterprise  |  P: 202.721.9200   F: 202.721.9250 

1211 Connecticut Avenue NW, Suite 700, Washington, DC 20036 

 

 

 

 3 

profile visits to Yan'an, the cradle of the Chinese Communist revolution. Tencent's Pony Ma and 

JD.com's Liu Qiangdong also toured Yan'an while clad in People’s Liberation Army uniforms. 

While public opinion can assail the dispatch of government affairs representatives to tech companies, it 

cannot make a peep about the Party organizations in those same companies. The CCP is already deeply 

embedded in these companies, and while they have no need to participate in day-to-day operations, 

their influence cannot be underestimated. 

Recently, there have been signs that the CCP is trying to expand its role in private enterprise, 

particularly in relation to personnel and major decisionmaking.3 On September 15, 2020, the General 

Office of the CCP Central Committee issued its "Recommendations on Strengthening United Front 

Work in the Private Economy in the New Era," a document symbolic of the Party's intention to 

strengthen its control over private enterprise in the "new era" [of the Xi Jinping administration].4 

The recommendations include "comprehensively improving the Party's ability to lead united front work 

within the private economy; effectively strengthening united front work in the private economy; 

educating and guiding private sector personnel to strengthen the "four consciousnesses," uphold the 

"four self-confidences," and accomplish the "two safeguards"; and unswervingly listening to the Party 

and following the Party." The document calls for “arming members of the private sector with the 

ideological munitions of Xi Jinping Thought on Socialism with Chinese Characteristics for a New Era;” 

for entrepreneurs to maintain a high degree of consistency with the Central Committee in their 

political position, political direction, political principles, and political path; and to remain politically clear-

minded, now and always.5 The recommendations then call for strengthening the Party’s presence in 

private enterprise and to developing Party organizations as fortresses and Party member as exemplars 

of official ideology. 

Translated from Party jargon, the most important point is to strengthen control over private enterprise 

and cultivate "politically clear-minded" entrepreneurs. According to this political logic, tech giants like 

 
 

 
3 NB: This is my own judgment. There is no clear source for this information, but some of my arguments for this conclusion are 
provided in the following text.  

4 http://www.gov.cn/zhengce/2020-09/15/content_5543685.htm Title: the General Office of the CCP Central Committee issued its 
Recommendations on Strengthening United Front Work in the Private Economy in the New Era 

5 “Tightening ideology management, strengthening coopting private enterprise,” Singtao Daily, September 16, 2020 
https://www.singtao.ca/4489169/2020-09-16/post-
%E4%B8%AD%E5%A4%AE%E5%9A%B4%E7%AE%A1%E6%84%8F%E8%AD%98%E5%BD%A2%E6%85%8B-
%E5%8A%A0%E5%BC%B7%E7%B5%B1%E6%88%B0%E6%B0%91%E7%87%9F%E4%BC%81%E6%A5%AD  
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Alibaba, Tencent, and Ant Financial are destined to be the primary object of the CCP's efforts. 

There is a common misconception that the size of these private enterprises may give them the 

strength to resist government pressure. In fact, the CCP has already felled countless giants over the 

past several years, among them former Anbang Group CEO Wu Xiaohui, Xiao Jianhua of Tomorrow 

Group, and Wang Jianlin of Wanda Group. Chinese tycoons rely on official favor for their wealth, and 

they are readily influenced by high-level power struggles. When such tycoons are purged the public 

readily supports it. They are therefore usually in a weaker position via-a-vis the CCP. To a great extent, 

the bigger the conglomerate, the more it threatens the CCP, and thus the Party places greater 

emphasis on their political loyalty. Conversely, giant state-owned enterprises in oil, electricity, and 

banking are not perceived by the CCP as threats. 

Besides the organizational "hooks" described above, along with the political education campaigns 

pushed by the authorities, there is yet another critical layer for these tech giants: their commercial 

interests are rooted in the CCP's unique model of social governance. This is particularly evident in the 

case of Hikvision. 

Founded in 2001 as a video solutions provider, Hikvision is an internet of things (IoT) and big data 

supplier with video services at its core. Its business is focused on integrated security, big data services, 

and smart business. The company has few competitors in the video surveillance industry. In the 

domestic market, Hikvision accounts for half of the video surveillance industry with nearly 42 billion 

yuan in revenue, representing 43.57% of total revenue. IHS Markit's 2018 Global Video Surveillance 

Industry Report indicates that Hikvision's market share surpassed both Bosch and Sony, ranking first in 

the world for seven years in a row.6 

Hikvision's rise is closely linked to enhancing the CCP's social controls through the "Skynet Project." The 

Skynet Project monitors and records real-time video in fixed locations using image surveillance 

equipment and software to gather and transmit images, then synthesizes the images with computer 

vision and big data.7 Skynet primarily depends on dynamic facial recognition technology, together with 

big data analysis and processing technology, to analyze and compare images captured by cameras in 

various locations. The network is able to accurately identify individual faces. Hikvision is one of Skynet’s 

 
 

 
6 “Hikvision: Surveillance Industry World Leader, Smart Cities Brought in New Round of Growth in Business,” Sina Finance, July 9, 2020 
http://finance.sina.com.cn/stock/relnews/cn/2020-07-09/doc-iircuyvk2931729.shtml  

7 https://baike.baidu.com/item/天网工程/8685336?fr=aladdin title: Skynet explanation from Baidu 
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major suppliers. Alibaba and Tencent, naturally, are important providers of big data analysis to Skynet. 

These companies reap enormous profits from the project. 

After a long decade of intensive construction, China has become a true surveillance power. The ten 

cities with the greatest concentration of CCTV cameras worldwide are all located in China: Chongqing 

comes in first with a total of 2.6 million, averaging 168 cameras per 1000 people; next comes Shenzhen, 

with a total of 1.9 million cameras, or 159 cameras per 1000 people. Shanghai, Tianjin, Jinan, Wuhan, 

Guangzhou, and Beijing follow close behind. In fact, almost every city in China is under video 

surveillance, with 2.6 billion cameras distributed across the country. These cameras can distinguish 

faces and license plate numbers at an astonishing speed--the system can "sift" through the entire 

population in one second.8 

Facial recognition is inherently controversial. Three American tech giants--IBM, Amazon, and Microsoft-

-have all ended their facial recognition programs, just as the city of San Francisco has banned facial 

recognition outright. The EU's General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), which went into effect last 

May, stipulates that biometric information, including "faceprints," belong to the owner, who must 

consent to its use.9 

In China, however, many controversial technologies have proliferated with the tacit approval of the 

government. Despite a few voices of protest, facial recognition has already become ubiquitous: you 

scan your face to make purchases, ride public transportation or enter and exit buildings. As Tsinghua 

University Professor Lao Dongyan has commented, "There is no point in arguing about where to use 

facial recognition, because it is already everywhere." 

For these high-tech firms, the imbalance in China's market space leans in their favor – they are free to 

grow without worrying about ethical concerns. But there is a price for their wild growth: they cannot 

shake their dependence on the CCP. Domestically, they need the control and protection of the party-

state in order to keep growing; internationally, they are looked at as tools of the system. Their close ties 

to the CCP come with their own price, too. Hikvision has been put on the U.S. Commerce Department's 

sanctions list. 

 
 

 
8 “Which city is monitored the most closely around the world? China’s 8 cities are among the top 10” 
https://www.dw.com/zh/%E5%85%A8%E7%90%83%E5%93%AA%E4%B8%AA%E5%9F%8E%E5%B8%82%E7%9B%91%E6%8E%A7%E6%9
C%80%E4%B8%A5%E5%AF%8610%E5%9F%8E%E4%B8%AD%E5%9B%BD%E5%8D%A08/a-50093837. 

9 “General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) English and Chinese Translation,” Law Library http://www.law-
lib.com/shopping/shopview_p.asp?id=77554  
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We may be seeing a starker vision of Chinese state capitalism reflected in these tech companies: the 

union of digital technology and Leninism. This "digital Leninism" uses digital tech to increase efficiency 

and promote economic and social development, while simultaneously surveilling and controlling 

society, and upholding the Party's monopoly on power. It has turned the country into a replica of the 

world of George Orwell's 1984. Even in the U.S., the rapid growth of digital technology has bought along 

more and more challenges to ethics and privacy. The U.S. government is trying to curb the influence of 

tech giants with antitrust laws. Meanwhile, FAAMG--Facebook, Amazon, Apple, Microsoft, and Google--

are preaching their socially responsible practices, while making constant improvements to privacy 

protections. Unlike many of their foreign counterparts, which enjoy good reputations, China's tech 

giants must serve a Leviathan, making their fortunes only as the latter permits. They lack the 

acceptance of the market and the hearts of their users. They risk bending market rules and could face 

market retaliation at any moment. They are towers built on quicksand. At any time, they could fall. 
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