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Embarking on 
the New Path to 
Modernization 
with an Accurate 
Understanding 
of the New 
Development Stage
PANG Jinju

According to the Fifth Plenary 
Session of  the 19th Central Committee 
of  the Communist Party of  China 
(CPC), after completed the building of  
a moderately prosperous society in all 
respects and achieved its first centenary 
goal (1921–2021), China has built on 
this achievement to embark on a new 
journey toward the second centenary 
goal (1949–2049) of  building a modern 
socialist country in all respects, thus 
signifying China’s entry into a new 
stage of  development. This article 
expounds on methods of  interpreting 
the new objectives, tasks, and 
requirements of  the new development 

stage. It also explains how to deal with 
the concomitant opportunities and 
challenges, as well as how to build a 
modern socialist country with high 
quality in an all-around manner.

The notion of  the new 
development stage reveals a 
thorough understanding of  
economic and social development 
patterns
The socialist modernization drive is a 
constantly evolving, historical process 
that advances through various stages. 
The question of  what the stages are, 
and how they should be defined, 
can only be answered after gaining a 
profound understanding of  its evolving 
patterns through practices. 

Marx and Engels once predicted 
that there would be a transitional period 
between a developed capitalist society 
and a communist society: the primary 
or lower-level stage of  communism 
and an advanced stage. Lenin also 
argued that socialist countries would 
have to first go through “a primary 
form of  socialism” and “incomplete 
communism” before they eventually 
reached the stage of  communism. 
Chairman Mao Zedong echoed their 
points of  view, and broke down the 
road to socialism into two segments: 
an underdeveloped phase of  socialism 
and a more developed one, and it took 
longer to make the leap to the second 
phase. 

Building on its tireless efforts to 
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develop socialism since the reform and 
opening up in 1978, China proposed 
the idea of  “the primary stage of  
socialism,” arguing that it is, and will 
remain, in this stage. The Sixth Plenary 
Session of  the 11th CPC Central 
Committee in 1981 for the first time put 
forward the idea that “China’s socialist 
system is still at the primary stage.” The 
13th National Congress of  the CPC 
in 1987 added two dimensions to the 
understanding of  the primary stage of  
socialism. First, China was already a 
socialist society by its nature, thus it had 
to persist and not deviate from the path 
of  socialism. Second, given its level of  
maturity, China was still in the primary 
stage of  socialism. The 15th National 
Congress of  the CPC in 1997 took 
this one step further by elaborating on 
the basic guidelines and objectives for 
China in its primary stage of  socialism.

The 18th National Congress of  
the CPC in 2012 reiterated that China 
was still and would long remain in the 
primary stage of  socialism had not 
changed. It was critical to bear this 
paramount reality in mind under any 
circumstances, and to base every reform 
endeavor and development on that 
reality. The 19th National Congress 
of  the CPC announced that “the 
evolution of  the principal contradiction 
facing Chinese society does not change 
our assessment of  the present stage 
of  socialism in China. The basic 
dimension of  the Chinese context—that 
our country is still and will long remain 

in the primary stage of  socialism—
has not changed. China’s international 
status as the world’s largest developing 
country has not changed.” The notion 
of  the primary stage of  socialism, from 
its inception to its development, has 
renewed the Marxist theory of  scientific 
socialism and created a foundation for 
formulating appropriate roadmaps, 
guidelines, and policies.

As it evolves in the primary period, 
whether socialism will go through 
any other stages, and whether a more 
detailed categorization of  the stages is 
necessary, remain a critical question 
awaiting an answer in the modernization 
drive. Continuous attempts have been 
made to search for an answer. Based 
on his observations of  the actual 
development of  the Chinese economy 
and society, as well as the changing 
circumstances around the world, Xi 
Jinping, General Secretary of  the CPC 
Central Committee, announced in May 
2014 that the Chinese economy was 
entering a new normal. According to 
the 19th National Congress of  the CPC, 
“China’s economy has been transitioning 
from a phase of  rapid growth to a stage 
of  high-quality development.” The 
Fifth Plenary Session of  the 19th CPC 
Central Committee in 2020 ushered 
in a new stage in which China would 
march toward building a fully modern 
socialist country and meeting its second 
centenary goal. When attending the 
opening ceremony of  the seminar for 
major provincial and ministerial leaders 
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to study and implement the spirit of  
the Fifth Plenary Session of  the 19th 
CPC Central Committee in 2021, Xi 
remarked that the new development 
stage remained in the primary period of  
socialism, but it was also a new starting 
point built on decades of  development; 
it was a new stage when the CPC led 
the Chinese people to make a historic 
leap from standing up and growing 
prosperous to becoming strong. Xi also 
emphasized that to achieve development 
at the primary stage of  socialism, 
and advance China’s socialism from 
the primary stage to a higher one, it 
was necessary to build a fully modern 
socialist China and basically realize 
socialist modernization.

Xi’s thorough interpretation of  the 
new development stage demonstrated 
a more advanced level of  the CPC’s 
observation of  the economic and social 
development patterns of  socialism. 
His insightful remarks enriched and 
developed upon Marxist theory on the 
development stage of  socialism and the 
notion of  the primary stage of  socialism 
as a part of  the theoretical system of  
socialism with Chinese characteristics. 
More importantly, his remarks opened 
up a new scope for Marxist political 
economy in contemporary China and 
offered a crucial reference for correctly 
understanding the progress of  the great 
cause of  the CPC and the Chinese 
people. They also specified the primary 
tasks of  the CPC during the current 
stage and formulated roadmaps, 

guidelines, and policies. 

New objectives and tasks in the 
new development stage
China’s entry into a new development 
stage is a strategic judgment made after 
a thorough examination of  the actual 
economic and social development 
at home and abroad. An accurate 
understanding of  what is new at this 
stage is a prerequisite, and key to 
kicking off  with a smooth start. Four 
aspects embody these new features.

First, China’s economy and society 
have embraced new beginnings in their 
courses of  development. Through 
unremitting attempts since 1949, 
especially after the reform and opening 
up in 1978, China has achieved 
extraordinarily sustained and rapid 
economic growth, as well as stable 
social progress, that are unparalleled 
across the world. Its scientific and 
technological development, and overall 
national strengths have scaled new 
heights, the economic development 
has performed stably overall, and its 
economic structure has continuously 
improved. In 2020, China’s GDP 
ranked second in the world, accounting 
for 17% of  the world’s total, and its 
GDP per capita had exceeded USD 
10, 000 for two consecutive years. 
The marked improvement in people’s 
living standards, the historic progress 
in building a moderately prosperous 
society in all respects, and the on-
time realization of  poverty alleviation 
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programs have laid a solid material 
foundation for embarking on a new 
journey and achieving new and more 
ambitious goals.

Second, China faces new 
opportunities and challenges during 
its development. Domestically, 
socialism with Chinese characteristics 
has entered a new era, the national 
economy is moving toward high-
quality development, China’s overall 
national strengths are bolstered, the 
institutional advantages are obvious, 
the economy promises sustained 
growth, the development has become 
more resilient, the society is broadly 
stable, and people have increasingly 
greater demands for a better life. All 
of  these progress promises to enable 
conditions for further development. 
However, there are problems that 
require urgent attention: China’s 
development has remained largely 
unbalanced and inadequate, its ability 
to innovate is insufficient to pursue 
high-quality development, and its 
agricultural foundation is not firm 
enough. In addition, China’s urban-
rural development and income gaps 
are existing, ecological preservation 
and environmental protection result 
in arduous tasks, people’s livelihoods 
are not well-protected, and social 
governance still has loopholes. 

Globally, although the world is 
undergoing profound changes that 
have not seen in a century, the tide 
of  economic globalization has not 

changed. For instance, the new scientific 
and technological revolution is reaching 
full swing, the economy continues 
down the path of  globalization, peace 
and development remain prevailing 
world themes, and countries are 
engaged in mutually beneficial and 
win-win cooperation. However, threats 
lurk behind them. Protectionism and 
unilateralism imposed by hegemonic 
powers are exacerbating, the world 
economy is sluggish, and non-economic 
factors have disrupted global industrial 
and supply chains. The international 
economy, science and technology, 
culture, security, and politics are all 
undergoing profound changes. The 
world has entered a period marked 
by turbulent changes, and the global 
spread of  COVID-19 has worsened 
all these changes. To sum up, although 
China has entered a new development 
stage, this remains an important period 
of  strategic opportunity for economic 
and social development, and dire 
challenges confront China. There 
are unprecedented challenges and 
opportunities, both at present and for 
some time to come, but in general, the 
opportunities outweigh the challenges.

Third, China has set out to 
accomplish new objectives and new 
tasks in its development. The new 
objectives in this new development 
stage refer to building China into a 
great modern socialist country, bascially 
achieving socialist modernization by 
2035, and marching toward the second 
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centenary goal of  developing China 
into a great modern socialist country 
that is prosperous, strong, democratic, 
culturally advanced, harmonious, 
and beautiful by the middle of  this 
century. To realize these ambitious 
objectives, upholding the new 
development philosophy that pivots 
around innovative, coordinated, green, 
open, and shared development is key. 
China has high-quality development 
as its guiding principle, deepening 
supply-side structural reform as its 
main path, reform and innovation as 
its fundamental drivers, and meeting 
people’s ever-growing aspirations for 
a better life as its goal. China should 
coordinate its development and 
security, build a modern economic 
system, and foster a new development 
paradigm. It should also modernize 
its national governance system and 
capability, as well as build both a 
stable, sustainable economy and a safe, 
harmonious society. China should 
make breakthroughs in scientific and 
technological innovation, industrial 
development, domestic markets, 
deepening reform, rural revitalization, 
regional development, cultural 
development, green development, 
opening-up, social construction, safety 
development, and national defense.

Fourth, the defining questions 
of  the new development stage are 
what kind of  development China is 
reaching for, and how. On those bases, 
China should clarify the ideal type of  

modernization that it seeks, and how it 
can realize socialist modernization in 
an all-around manner. In their attempts 
to modernize, which can be dated back 
several hundred years, some countries 
succeeded while others failed. The 
kind of  modernization that China has 
set its sights on is defined by common 
prosperity that is shared by its 1.4 
billion people, and modernization that 
protects peace and development. This 
modernization ensures coordinated 
implementation of  the Five-Sphere 
Integrated Plan (that is, to promote 
coordinated progress in the economic, 
political, cultural, social and eco-
environmental fields) and the Four-
Pronged Comprehensive Strategy (that 
is, to make comprehensive moves to 
finish building a moderately prosperous 
society in all respects, deepen reform, 
advance the law-based governance 
of  China, and strengthen Party self-
governance). Above all, China should 
unswervingly promote modernization 
that conforms to its realities, along 
with the development pattern of  
socialism and human society. Based 
on its socialist modernization drive, 
China should facilitate the progress of  
the great rejuvenation of  the Chinese 
nation and make greater, continuous 
contributions to mankind.

Building a great modern socialist 
country with concerted efforts
To realize the new objectives and 
complete the new tasks in the new 
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development stage, it is imperative 
to abide by Xi Jinping Thought on 
Socialism with Chinese Characteristics 
for a New Era, pull all of  China’s 
strengths together to comprehensively 
build a modern socialist country, 
run domestic affairs properly, and 
relentlessly strive toward the prescribed 
goals. Endeavors focused on these ends 
can be classified into three categories. 

First is exploring and improving 
the development approach in order 
to comprehensively achieve socialist 
modernization. The Fifth Plenary 
Session of  the 19th CPC Central 
Committee provides a top-down 
method for this end that comprises 
overarching philosophies, guiding 
principles, plans, key targets, and 
strategic measures. China should act 
on these ideas while, in the meantime, 
identifying and addressing emerging 
issues in its practices, generalizing its 
lessons as new and systemic theories, 
constantly improving its existing 
approach to socialist modernization, 
and renewing its theoretical system of  
political economy as a component of  
socialism with Chinese characteristics. 

Second is upholding the new 
development philosophy that is 
innovative, coordinated, green, open, 
and shared. The new development 
philosophy makes a systemic theoretical 
system that probes into the objective, 
driving force, method, and path of  
development from both theoretical 
and pragmatic perspectives. This 

theoretical system also elaborates on 
the CPC’s political stance, orientation, 
development model, development path, 
and a slew of  critical political issues; 
it also instills Chinese characteristics 
into Marxist political economy. In 
the new development stage, China 
should consistently act on this new 
development philosophy throughout 
all processes and fields of  building a 
modern socialist country. In addition, 
China should modernize its economic 
system, innovate to promote high-
quality economic development, and 
balance its industrial structure, regional 
economic development, urban-rural 
development, and development at 
home and abroad. Finally, China 
should pursue green development, 
open up further at a more advanced 
level, accelerate the fostering of  a new 
development paradigm, and achieve 
common prosperity. 

Third is fostering a new 
development paradigm with domestic 
circulation as the mainstay and 
domestic and international circulations 
reinforcing each other. This decision 
was made after carefully gauging the 
domestic and international situations. 
It is a strategic move that responds to 
the sophisticated external environment, 
adapts the Chinese economy to the 
shifting stage of  development, and 
gives full play to China’s enormous 
economic strength sufficiently. To 
make this happen, China must ensure 
unimpeded flow in its economy 
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and reinforce demand reform while 
pressing ahead with supply-side 
structural reform. China should 
obtain momentum for its high-quality 
development initiatives primarily from 
scientific and technological innovation, 
and adhere to its strategic baseline of  
expanding domestic demand until the 
dynamics of  its economy equilibrate 
at a more advanced level. As such, 
China should reform and modernize 
its logistics system in order to remove 
any systematic or institutional barriers 

that might restrict the market-oriented 
allocation of  its production factors 
and the circulation of  goods and 
services, and decrease transaction costs 
at a societal level. China should also 
vigorously develop its real economy, 
in which finance will play a more 
supportive role; this is just as important 
as the need to deepen reform and 
opening up further.
(This article is revised and translated 
based on the original version published in 
Guangming Daily 光明日报, March 5, 2021)


