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Sebastian Heilmann: Red Swan. How Unorthodox Policy-Making Facilitated 
China’s Rise 
Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 2018, 267 pp., 52 USD 
Sebastian Heilmann’s “Red Swan” is a rarity in the contemporary analysis of China’s 
governance and policy making processes. Heilmann goes beyond traditional Western analy-
sis of political systems and regime typologies and claims that conventional models of 
comparative politics and institutional analysis have failed to adequately explain China’s 
political reality and undermine the role of political leadership and policy initiatives in China. 
In “Red Swan”, Heilmann draws from policy studies and methodologically disaggregates 
the Chinese political system into political subsystems. By means of a process- and action-
based analysis of the dynamics of state activity, the author unveils how policy processes in 
China unfold and result in an adaptable, willing-to-learn, able-to-innovate political system. 
In the title, Heilmann is clearly drawing on Nassim Nicholas Taleb’s imagery of the “Black 
Swan”. Sensibly given the warnings in the Black Swan, Heilmann avoids making any 
predictions on the future of the regime. The monograph nevertheless provides an unortho-
dox insight into an unorthodox policy making process in China. It explains how unconven-
tional revolutionary and guerrilla style-based practices of experimental, flexible, and 
innovative policy techniques of dealing with ever changing and challenging domestic and 
international environment contributed not only to the economic and societal advancement in 
China, but to the sustainability of the communist one-party regime. Heilmann focuses on the 
origins, main characteristics and mechanisms of Chinese policy making process that differ 
in important ways from the practices of communist states, including the former Soviet 
Union and Eastern European communist states. The ability to avoid the collapse of the party 
system despite domestic ideological and institutional obstacles is attributed to Maoist-
stamped revolutionary experiences or ‘guerilla-style’ policy-making. This style, while 
competing with bureaucratic and law-based policy-making and implementation, remains an 
important feature of contemporary governance and policy-making in Beijing. 
Heilmann notes, however, that the system’s resilience is rooted in its diversified economic 
structure, as well as in combination of a step-by-step policy making method with innovation 
and experimentation. Policy experimentation as the main driver of policy innovation is dealt 
with in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. Heilmann claims that the main characteristics of the policy 
making in contemporary China are based on the past revolutionary practices of searching for 
new policy instruments, with the goal of economic modernization. In Chapter 4 he calls this 
unorthodox policy making “foresighted tinkering” — “pursuing broad long-term policy 
priorities while constantly searching for and experimenting with novel policy instruments” 
(p. 129). Accordingly, since 1978, implementations of successful local practices based on 
experimentation have been translated into national policy making. This has enabled China to 
successfully advance economic reforms and overcome policy deadlocks despite conflicts 
over interests, strategy and ideology. This experimentation process coexists with central 
planning and the implementation of megaprojects, and ultimately serves as a corrective 
mechanism throughout the whole policy making process. 
Heilmann also describes transformative experimentation as being characterized by “innova-
tion through implementation first” (p. 78), which is an unconventional unique Chinese 
governance technique. He highlights that this is contrary to the conventional model of policy 
process where implementation precedes legislation. While emphasising the crucial role of 
combining policy innovation and long-term policy prioritization in China, Heilmann stresses 
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that China provides unique lessons on “creative management of uncertainty in policy mak-
ing” (p. 116) that go beyond ad hoc and emergency measures. Chapter 5 further focuses on 
the long-term planning and priority setting in China since 1990s and Chapter 6 develops this 
focus through detailed case-studies. While acknowledging an important role for develop-
ment planning in the integration of an immense and fragmented administrative apparatus, 
Heilmann criticizes the imposition of political priorities on economic markets through plan-
making, as well as negatively estimates the governmental control of various political and 
economic factors in China. 
“Red Swan” concludes with an epilogue which introduces changes in China’s policy process 
under Xi Jinping. Heilmann calls for distinguishing between “normal” and “crisis” modes of 
Chinese policy making, and characterises the Xi’s decision-making mode as one in transi-
tion to crisis mode. The author claims that the top-down policy process promoted by Xi 
presents many risks. In his view Xi’s approach may potentially undermine the underappreci-
ated political diversity and variability that has up until now been a strength of China’s 
governance model. However, Heilmann acknowledges that the Chinese capacity to react and 
quickly adapt to growing challenges and success up until now in implementing new govern-
ance methods may be putting even more pressure on Western liberal democracies to perform 
better and work harder to regain their policymaking capacity, adaptability, and ultimately 
political legitimacy. As the China-led Belt and Road Initiative successfully advances, 
whether the Chinese model will be attractive for some states on its route remains to be seen. 
Generally speaking, “Red Swan” is an interesting book for specialists on China, students of 
both China-related disciplines and the broader field of policy studies, as well as those 
interested in the governance and policy making practices in China. 

Anastasiya Bayok 

Cheng Li: Chinese Politics in the Xi Jinping Era. Reassessing Collective 
Leadership 
Washington: Brookings Institution Press, 2016. 494 S., 30,48 EUR 
Unzweifelhaft gilt als einer der mächtigsten Politiker der Welt, wer chinesischer Staatsprä-
sident und Generalsekretär der Kommunistischen Partei Chinas ist – doch wer ist Xi Jinping 
und was will er noch werden? Zum Ende der ersten Amtszeit Xis (2012–2017) zieht der US-
amerikanische Politikwissenschaftler Cheng Li Bilanz und versucht sich an einem Ausblick 
auf die zweite Funktionsperiode (2017–2022). Um Xi Jinpings Aspiration zu bestimmen, 
untersucht der Direktor des L. Thornton China Center der Denkfabrik Brookings Institution 
indessen nicht die Person des Präsidenten, sondern die Parteiführung der KPCh als Kollek-
tiv. Li identifiziert drei Szenarien für die Parteispitze um Xi: die Rückkehr zu „strongman 
politics“ vergangener Tage, die Beibehaltung einer „kollektiven Führung“ oder die Vertie-
fung eines anhaltenden Institutionalisierungsprozesses. Angesichts der Selektions-
mechanismen und checks and balances der Parteielite scheint dem Autor ersteres Szenario 
unwahrscheinlich, letzteres umso bestechender. Lis Gegenwartsdiagnose aus dem Herbst 
2016 wurde indes zur Geschichte, weil der 13. Nationale Volkskongress des Jahres 2018 
offenbarte, welche Möglichkeit sich Xi Jinping nunmehr bietet – eine dritte Präsidentschaft. 
Doch ungeachtet ostentativer Inszenierung und neuer Machtrealitäten, die sich nach dem 
Erscheinen der Studie einstellten, lohnt die Lektüre Lis – denn eine weitere Amtszeit Xis ist 
nicht entschieden, die Frage seiner Zukunft weiter offen. 
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