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Introduction

Since its establishment in 1949, following the Soviet model, the Chinese com-
munist regime has adopted an ideology specific to each party leader, exempli-
fied by the so-called “Mao Zedong Thought”, the “Deng Xiaoping Theory”, Jiang 
Zemin’s “Three Represents” concept, Hu Jintao’s “Scientific Development” con-
cept, and nowadays the “Xi Jinping Thought”. However, the importance of this 
ideology in the political model varied over time. Since he came to power in 
2012, Xi Jinping has strengthened the ideology’s role in Chinese governance 
and the regime’s quest for legitimacy (Holbig, 2009; Brown, 2012; Sorace, 
2017; Lin, 2017; Guo, 2019; Cheung &Tsang, 2024; Rudd, 2025). This has been 
achieved primarily through an increased centralisation of power and the strate-
gic use of historical narratives to legitimise the Chinese Communist Party 
(CCP)’s political actions. However, as Zhao Dingxin (2001, 219) argues, for the 
case of Tian’anmen protests, there are often many differences in understanding 
the role of ideology in state legitimacy among social groups. 

Taking into account Schoon’s dyad of legitimation (2022), which emphasizes the 
role of expectations, assent and conformity within the relationship between an 
object and its audience, this paper seeks to analyse the ideological structuring 
of Xi Jinping’s thought through the lens of imaginary temporality (Castoriadis, 
1975, 311–318), based on a propaganda manual published collaboratively by 
two publishing houses under the guidance of the Chinese Central Propaganda 
Department. 

Imaginaries of historical dynamics and the 

legitimation of power

The role of temporality in Xi Jinping’s thought

Thomas Huygens 

This paper examines the conceptual uses of imaginary temporality by Xi Jinping’s thought to 
legitimise the CCP’s actions and positions. The methodology applies Castoriadis’ theory of the 
social imaginary for CDA through RAF triangulation of an official propaganda manual. The re-
sults reveal a view of History as a central shapeless and external concept, integrating a coher-
ent heteronomous model that ensures CCP supremacy over society, justifying the 
maintenance of state capitalism, and reducing the proletariat to executors of a predefined his-
torical mission. 
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This paper will not focus on how this ideological structur-
ing is apprehended, reappropriated or accepted by the dif-
ferent social groups, but rather focus on the content 
produced and addressed to the CCP members and some 
strata of the population. This could contribute to revealing 
what the propaganda apparatus considers legitimate and 
its expectations regarding the norms and finalities to be 
“instituted” within Chinese society and the Chinese Com-
munist Party. 

While there exists a considerable body of literature on the 
CCP’s current ideology, and its links with legitimation pro-
cesses, much of it tends to focus either on strategic, theo-
retical and geopolitical interpretations of Xi Jinping’s 
thought (Kingsley, 2014; Lin, 2017, Lams, 2018; Cheung & 
Tsang, 2024; Rudd, 2025), or on the socio-political func-
tions of “ideology” and propaganda in the Chinese political 
arena (Zheng, 2010; Cao, 2014; Cabestan, 2014; Miranda, 
2016; Lams, 2018; Pieke, 2009, 2020; Xu & Zhao, 2023; 
Cheung & Tsang, 2024).

Despite this body of work on Xi Jinping’s ideology, few 
studies have examined the internal articulation of concepts 
within the phenomenon of the instrumentalisation of tem-
porality and the institution of the CCP’s official ideology to 
legitimise the actions of the Chinese regime. 

Following the initial investigations conducted by Lams 
(2018), the current research seeks to fill these gaps, con-
tributing to the existing knowledge by providing a clearer 
understanding of the logical articulation between different 
concepts and clarifying this dimension of official ideology, 
which has not been fully explored to date. Finally, our ap-
proach draws upon the conceptual contributions of the 
field of studies on the social imaginary, particularly the 
work of Cornelius Castoriadis (1975; 1986; 1996; 1997), 
by mobilising the “RAF” triangulation framework (Repre-
sentation, Affects, Finalities) applied through both qualita-
tive and quantitative approaches, using TXM and LIWC-22 
software. 

Case study, data and Methodology

This study aims to answer the following research question: 
How does Xi Jinping’s thought conceptualise its imaginary 
temporality in the process of legitimising the CCP’s politi-
cal actions?

Our analysis will focus on the manual “Study outline of Xi 
Jinping’s thought on socialism with Chinese characteristics 
for a new era” published in June 2019. According to an ar-
ticle published on the 9th of June 2019 in the state-owned 
newspaper Xinhua:

“(the book) gives a comprehensive and systematic ex-
position of Xi Jinping Thought (…), helping the general 
cadres and masses to understand better the Thought’s 
basic spirit, content and requirements, and to use it 
more consciously in arming their minds, guiding their 

practice and promoting their work. The Outline is rich 
in content, neatly structured, faithful to the original 
text” (Xinhua, 09/06/2019)

This article comes on the heels of an internal circular is-
sued by the CCP Central Committee (CCPCC) and relayed 
by the various CCP authorities, urging party organisations 
to mobilise their members to study the established pre-
cepts and the “original writings” in Chinese Mandarin. 

For this study, the software TXM and LIWC-22 are used. 
While TXM allows frequency, co-occurrence, and concor-
dance analysis, LIWC-22 processes text by recognising 
words and word groups from a set of predefined linguistic, 
psychological, and social categories. In this study, the Chi-
nese dictionary (v1.5) was applied. 

To compile the corpus for TXM/LIWC-22, the document 
was extracted from its public publication by the University 
of Science and Technology of China (USTC), cross-checked 
with the print edition to ensure consistency: https://
hzdt.ustc.edu.cn/2020/0903/c22391a448070/page.htm 
(consulted on 08/04/2025). Then, the corpus was seg-
mented using Jieba, tagged into segments following the 
verse-structured partitions of the book, and imported.

In the study of Chinese Mandarin, text segmentation for 
lexicometric analysis effectively isolates the various idea-
words exemplified by single or compound sinograms. Us-
ing a funnel method from the discourse’s main characteris-
tics to the frequency, co-occurrences, concordances and 
full-text analysis, we begin by grasping the central axes of 
the corpus, the related ideas linked to our central theme, 
before examining the text to heighten our vigilance when 
reading the whole corpus. Finally, for the psychometric 
analysis, we will focus on the following software cate-
gories: time, focuspast, focuspresent, and focusfuture, 
thus counting the propensity of words or groups of words 
pre-categorised as related to time, the past, present and 
future. 

For the results’ discussion, the RAF triangulation will be 
framed in Fig. 1. As part of this critical discourse analysis of 
an instituted imaginary, this study will use the analytical 
grid described by Reisigl (2018) to guide the critical study 
of representations, presented in Fig. 2. We will therefore 
pay attention to the nominations and predications linked to 
temporal, phenomenal, and historical re pre sen tation 
within the text, the perspectivization of these representa-
tions, and the intratextual logics and connections that 
comprise the argument, using the operator schemas es-
tablished by Castoriadis (1975) (Fig. 3). We will then dis-
cuss the results by reflecting on the social-historical 
context of the period surrounding the institution of this 
imaginary. 
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Results

The institution and role of the heteronomous his-
tory in the CCP’s legitimisation 

Our analysis shows that the historical conception is central 
to Xi Jinping’s ideology, where each actor and element has 
a precise role in the evolution of time. History is long, grad-
ual, made up of stages and cardinal points. What we will 
discuss here is summarised in Fig. 4, Fig. 5 and Fig. 6. The 
text-tag is quoted in brackets and can be retraced in Fig. 7 
and the psychometrics outcomes in Fig. 8. 

The central reasoning (Fig. 4) is based on the principle that 
“the People create History” (5; 35; 190), having the role of 
“judge” or “supreme arbiter” who “chose” the Communist 
Party (30; 39; 59), the latter’s presence in power repre-
senting, from this point of view, the “will of the people”. Si-
multaneously with this “popular choice”, a kind of state of 
affairs resulting from the historical dynamic, the CCP was 
given a “historical mission” by History: that of achieving 
the national “renaissance”, which by definition would be 
the “people’s aspiration” (10; 43).

Fig. 1: RAF triangulation method through TXM and LIWC-22

Fig.  2: Reisigl (2018) analytical grid for Discursive Strategies in Discourse-
Historical Analysis

Fig.  3: Operator schemes of the “Representing-Saying dimension” (Leg-
ein), interpreted through a “sets-identity” logic (Castoriadis, 1975, 
pp. 327–377)
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Fig.  4: Diagram of the process of historical creation and interpreta-
tion in Xi Jinping’s thought

Fig.  5: Synthetic diagram of the “Chinese Dream” and the 
relationship between its components

Fig.  6: Security hierarchy within Xi Jinping’s thought
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Fig.  7: Results of concordance analysis labelled by text-tag number in the original version and in the English version
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Furthermore, the CCP interprets “historical laws and logic” 
with the help of Marxism (30; 190), which is seen as a 
method for understanding the laws of historical develop-
ment and objective reality. Throughout the textbook, the 
universe seems to be formed in the encounter between 
“historical movement” and “objective reality”, in the image 
of space and time (163; 190; 194). In this context, Time is 
also described as the “mother of ideas”, which are then put 
into practice to build the “right theory” (32). From this 
point onwards, the CCP instituted the “ideas in conscious 
action of the masses”.

Moreover, by its historical role, the CCP thus takes the lead 
from the People as a “guide”, placing the masses in a situa-
tion of historical struggle, and thus in the position of cre-
ator (43). Finally, time is seen as “the one that produces 
the test” to which the CCP will have to respond and whose 
relevance to the people’s responses at the time will be 
judged only in retrospect (37).

The discrimination of the past

At the same time, the document is very 
explicit about China’s past and traditional 
culture. Traditional culture is understood 
as “the root and soul of the nation”, si-
multaneously providing ideological and 
cultural resources for the governance of 
the country, the “moral construction”, 
the “transformation of the world” and 
the construction of the identity of Chi-
nese society. 

In other words, it enables us to take root 
amid the world’s cultural turmoil, while 
progressing in line with the times. The 
textbook assumes a “discriminatory” 
treatment of the philosophical and cul-
tural heritage, according to criteria of 
“recognition or abandonment” (118), 
again in accordance with the demands of 
the time.

The Chinese Dream: the economic 
and geopolitical implications of the 
“sense of history”

The “sense of history” takes on a 
prophetic and deterministic logic in the 
ideological credo. This fatalistic charac-
ter of the CCP’s presence in power, of 
“national strength”, of progressive glob-
alisation and the creation of a world his-
tory is justified by Destiny. This explains 
the emergence of the term “Community 
of Common Destiny”. According to the 
textbook, Fate and Time remain on 
China’s side, as it respects and even ac-
companies the “course of History”, thus 

granting it its “invincibility” and ensuring its future reunifi-
cation with Taiwan (35; 156). Meanwhile, any nation or so-
cial group that opposes the “movement of time” will find 
itself abandoned by History (8; 44; 79; 80; 165).

This historical movement is converging towards a single 
goal: the Chinese Dream (Fig. 5). This Dream is the relent-
less pursuit of progress in the areas of revitalisation and 
national rejuvenation, prosperity (wealth and strength) and 
People’s happiness (46).

This “national dream” would allow everyone to fulfil them-
selves, to contribute to society and to “grow up” in tune 
with the times (47). Achieving the “great rebirth of the Chi-
nese nation” is viewed as an evolution in the era of time, 
which is also considered the era of strength in the CCP’s 
historical narrative (2). In line with this idea of continuous 
progress in the creation of a strong, prosperous and mod-
ern country, Chinese modernisation is based on three pil-
lars: development, reform and stability.

Fig.  8: Table of results for the psychometric analysis with LIWC-22 and the segmented 
simplified Chinese corpus
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However, in this modernisation project towards national 
renaissance, stability is central to ensure development and 
the maintenance of the CCP in power. This means giving 
pride of place to security, while maintaining a balance with 
the imperatives of development (154). This security is un-
derstood within a “holistic” and strategically planned vi-
sion of economic development and national survival (142; 
144; 148), through a pyramidal hierarchy (Fig. 6). 

Discussion

Our discussion occurs in three stages. Firstly, we will ex-
plore how history plays a conceptual role in legitimising the 
actions of the CCP under a highly heteronomous model. 
Secondly, we consider how this configuration serves the 
state capitalism system and functions as a strategic tool to 
address China’s contemporary issues. 

Heteronomous history: its conceptual legitimising 
role and universalisation

Considering our findings, we argue that the system of legit-
imation described based on the operator schemes of the 
“social representing-saying” is a highly heteronomous 
model with a logic that is part of the “closure of the mean-
ing” (Castoriadis, 1990, p. 146; 1997, p. 22). This “mode of 
thought” anchors itself in an intrasocial group, which it 
considers the primary cause of the Ideal. Consequently, it 
presents a heteronomy that crudely simulates the principle 
of autonomy. It compels people to recognise and submit to 
their condition and their own creations through a new form 
of alienation, the interpretation of which remains foreign to 
them.

In this way, this ideology also makes it possible to relieve 
the CCP of responsibility for the failure of an objective, by 
delegating responsibility to the “executors of the historical 
task”, thus revealing a central rhetorical contradiction: that 
of the result of the choice of an executing and supposedly 
responsible people; and that of the historical fatalism of a 
detached, overhanging history which, by its determinism, 
thereby calls into question the idea of popular free will. 

In other words, the narrative in the textbook offers the illu-
sion of popular choice, using arguments that reinforce both 
the de facto legitimacy of the regime in place and a teleo-
logical dimension whose ins and outs remain outside the 
people. In this way, the CCP’s ideology uses “History”, the 
master of all things, shapeless, abstract and yet very much 
present, to enclose its universe, excluding all opposition, 
encompassing the whole of society, and gradually univer-
salising itself to the whole of humanity under a single 
“imaginary temporality”, through a “Common Destiny for 
Humanity”.

While we have succeeded in clarifying the conceptual rela-
tionships, we would nevertheless like to point out that the 
use of the “sense of history” as such to justify political ac-

tion by a CCP leader is far from new. Although the use of 
the term is weak in Maoist writings, it began to take hold 
from the end of 1979 with Deng Xiaoping’s speech “The 
democratic parties and the ACFIC are political forces serv-
ing socialism”, referring to the “inevitable” attachment of 
Taiwan to the People’s Republic of China (Deng, 1979). 
This is a discursive construction that remains within the 
discursive field of the document analysed with a view to 
“national reunification”.

Regarding the traditional position of Chinese communist 
theory concerning History, the structuring presented in the 
textbook takes up certain notions from the Marxist histori-
ographical tradition in China. For example, the importance 
of knowing the “stage” at which the country and its devel-
opment are situated has its origins in research into the 
“historical causes” that led to the failure of the first united 
front between the Kuomintang and the CCP at the Shang-
hai Massacre in 1927, to draw up the “appropriate revolu-
tionary strategy”. The same goes for the early questioning 
of the Eurocentric Marxist economic schema, favouring a 
vision in which Chinese particular history, although marked 
by foreign incursions, at least participates in universal his-
tory (Dirlik, 1987). This led to a Sinicization of the concept 
of the unilinear development of modes of production in the 
light of “national history”, introducing the idea of a “multi-
linearity” of this process, so that we now find ourselves in 
the situation of a particular Chinese history, bringing all 
other national histories into the general concert of an or-
ganised but fragmented universal history.

The “sense of History” mobilised in the service of 
State Capitalism

We also argue that Xi Jinping’s thought addresses the dis-
location of social meanings that arose with the introduc-
tion of capitalism during the Reform and Opening period. 
This led to an identification crisis (Castoriadis, 1996; 
Meissner, 2006), resulting in social fragmentation, which Xi 
Jinping’s ideology aims to fulfil. 

The Reform transformed “People’s Communes’ work 
units” into family farms and flexible enterprises, focusing 
on profit at the expense of worker conditions (Benson, 
2012; Fairbank & Goldman, 2019). This competition 
among urban workers and contractual relationships in rural 
areas eroded the original meaning of work and diminished 
the value systems fostered during Maoism. Following pri-
vatisation waves in 1991 and 1997, rising unemployment 
and redundancies ensued, leading to weakened social in-
frastructure (Fairbank & Goldman, 2019) and loss of com-
munity ties (Yang, 2023).

Moreover, the Reform amplified capitalist imaginaries such 
as market self-regulation and the minimisation of state 
power during the early era, while reinforcing desires for 
consumption as a central model for the CCP’s legitimacy. 
At the end, the expansion of the desire for “mastery” and 
the unlimited increase in consumption has come to be 
seen as a simple “end in itself”, gradually becoming a 



8Thomas Huygens: Imaginaries of historical dynamics and the legitimation of power

“general identification model” on which the CCP’s legiti-
macy is partly based. Lastly, to preserve this economic sys-
tem, the “sense of history” may serve as an indirect driver 
for mass security expansion (Huang & Tsai, 2022) (Fig. 5). 

Considering this rapid transformation of the social body 
and the collective imaginary, literature has clearly demon-
strated the many strategies aimed at filling the void left by 
the destruction of the gains of the Maoist revolution and 
restructuring the CCP’s political legitimisation. At different 
times, the regime strengthened nationalism at the heart of 
the population (Zhao, 2004, p. 219; Chuyu & Ma, 2018), 
played on economic legitimacy (Brødsgaard & Rutten, 
2017, p. 170) through the gradual spread of consumerism 
and affluence, and reactivated certain Confucian, Legalistic 
or ethnic and cultural sensibilities (Bell, 2010, pp. 3–18; 
Lin, 2017; Liu & Chang, 2024) as a political tool to maintain 
power. 

Regarding social fragmentation, we confirm the literature’s 
position that the CCP’s ideology aims to unify the various 
social currents and sensibilities within the party and soci-
ety (Lams, 2018; Fairbank & Goldman, 2019). However, 
our results show that the holistic character of “Time” as 
the original principle of Ideas plays the role of a unifying 
concept in this process in the contemporary era.

“History” as a long-term strategic tool in the light 
of contemporary issues

In the final analysis, we postulate that the current ideologi-
cal reconfiguration is even more crucial in a context of eco-
nomic difficulties, slowing growth (Brødsgaard & Rutten, 
2017, p. 154; Duran & Ersin, 2020), progressive globalisa-
tion, increased global instability, and a trade war with the 
United States launched in March 2018 (Duran & Ersin, 
2020). 

Indeed, the old tools of legitimisation run the risk of be-
coming obsolete or even jeopardising the regime’s inter-
ests in the future. This is why it is becoming necessary for 
the regime to reorient its ideology through a more global, 
holistic, intangible, and controllable logic. Because, in the 
current context, narrative construction and ideological 
reinterpretation in the service of the “issues of the day” 
represents a lesser risk compared to the course of the 
global economy, the indebtedness of regional public enti-
ties and the shadow of the crises of internal overcapacity 
that have been threatening the country for several years 
(Brødsgaard & Rutten, 2017, p. 158; Lei, 2023, p. 85; Ren 
& Zhang, 2024).

In addition, such a model of legitimisation represents 
greater strategic room for manoeuvre, both in terms of the 
CCP’s “historically acceptable” actions and the orientation 
of its international positions. 

In other words, Xi Jinping’s ideology strengthens the ac-
ceptance of change in the content of action or ideas, while 
reinforcing the ideological backbone, placing it in continu-
ity with previous periods, and maintaining national objec-

tives and the CCP’s predominance over Chinese society. In 
this way, rapid political change can be achieved while 
avoiding inconsistency and contradiction with past actions.

Conclusion

This paper has examined the conceptual structuring of His-
tory, its role in legitimising the CCP’s political actions and 
decisions, and the representation of its dynamics in Xi Jin-
ping’s ideology as presented and instituted in 2019 
through a propaganda manual. We have highlighted the 
links between this representation of the world and socio-
political phenomena such as the universalisation of the 
“course of history”, the “crisis of social imaginary significa-
tions” following the introduction of capitalism in 1979, and 
the strategic potentiality of this very temporality represen-
tation.

We discovered that the imaginary projection of History as 
an external entity, existing objectively and guiding the 
Party’s action, essentially reinforces heteronomy by pro-
jecting it beyond the reach of individuals, as an entity both 
overhanging and immanent to every individual. 

This projection risks exacerbating the identification crisis 
at the individual level, as the individual sees themselves 
dispossessed of control over their destiny, alienated from 
their work and forced into the eternal senseless growth of 
productive forces. However, the regime has instituted the 
necessity of this increase in productive forces, without the 
slightest evolution in the relations of production, which 
sharply contrasts with traditional Marxist theory on this 
point. The regime justifies this absence of evolution in the 
relations of production internal to the productive process 
by the fact that China remains under the “dictatorship of 
the proletariat” through the supremacy of the CCP and 
prefers to divert attention from the relations of production 
towards the development inequalities.

Ultimately, we argue that Xi Jinping’s doctrine in our case 
study suffers from shortcomings similar to those we could 
point to in Marxism-Leninism: the claim to hold a “univer-
sal knowledge of history” which subordinates political 
practice and entrusts a small group of people with the 
power to instruct the unconscious masses. In other words, 
a deterministic and objective vision of history that elimi-
nates human agency and replaces it with the natural laws 
of development, reducing the Chinese proletariat to the 
role of “executor of a predetermined historical operation”.
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