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Chapter 3: Is the PRC Democratising? 

This chapter discusses the process and state of democratisation in China, mainly 

focusing on the areas where major changes have taken place, such as implementation of 

competitive elections; changes in the conditions for civil society; changes within and around 

the Communist party; and the political orientations of the public. This will provide a 

background setting for the existing and possible relation between the Chinese political system 

and the Swedish Model. 

According to Huntington, democratisation is integral to modernisation and goes 

together with other aspects such as urbanisation, industrialisation, secularisation, education 

and media participation (Huntington 1968:32). All aspects are part of the Chinese 

modernisation since the start of the reform era in 1978. 

Regarding the People’s Republic of China and its relation to democracy, there has 

been a great deal of literature produced in recent years. Much of the published material form 

the basis for the literature review of this thesis. Much of the literature is due to the fact that 

the PRC has in fact implemented some democratic features in its governance (mainly intra-

party democracy and village elections) and how this will affect the ruling Communist party 

(CCP). The country’s poor human-rights record and the relations with Tibet and Taiwan have 

also spawned interest in a democratic PRC as well as the country’s growing importance on 

the world scene. 

While communism has ceased to be a major political force in most other parts of the 

world, the PRC is still a dictatorship under the rule of the Chinese Communist party. 

Nevertheless, in order to keep up with modernisation and remain in power, the party has been 

forced to significant reforms over the last 30 years. If we compare the People’s Republic 30 

years ago with that of today, there are without a doubt signs of democratisation (albeit with 

the same regime). These signs are however not always clear and free of contradiction. While 

certain freedoms have increased, especially economic freedom, severe restrictions still 

straddle many areas, such as freedom of expression. Furthermore, there exist today, for 

instance, village elections and relaxed restrictions on requirements for party membership. On 

the other hand it is debatable whether the village elections will lead to any sustained 
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democracy 10  and whether the easier access to party membership really will really mean 

anything for democracy in the society as a whole. 

Nevertheless, issues like steadily increasing social inequalities, which are fuelling 

growing social protests, provide us with evidence for an existing pressure for political reform 

in the PRC. In Jude Howell (2004), the author identifies seven areas where reforms and 

change in governance can be viewed as democratisation: competitive village elections, reform 

of the civil service, changes in recruitment processes to the CCP, rise of civil society, 

decentralisation of power to local governments, gradual spread of the rule of law, and 

invigoration of national and local parliaments (Howell 2004:2). 

There seems to be an agreement among China scholars and researchers that market-

oriented reforms and open policy have brought economic prosperity as well as certain degrees 

of political liberalisation, pluralism and openness. However, political scientists disagree 

significantly on the nature, manner and speed of a political change in the PRC. Some, like 

Suisheng Zhao (1998:54-59) and Harry Harding (1998:11-17), are pessimistic about 

democratic reform and that the likely future of the political reality in the PRC would be a one-

party authoritarian regime with a liberalised economy and some kind of political pluralism.  

Some scholars, like Robert Scalapino (1998:35-41) and Juntao Wang (1998:48-53), 

are slightly more optimistic. They base their assumptions on that economic development will 

bring socio-economic pluralism. Their idea of the PRC future is a semi-democratisation 

towards an authoritarian capitalist country. Andrew Nathan (2003) and Dali Yang (2003) 

argue that the CCP regime will sustain thanks to institutional and ideological renewal as well 

as a capacity to adaptation, whereas Dickson (2003) sees signs of deterioration in the party-

state with systemic weaknesses inside the regime. 

Other scholars, like Michel Oksenberg (1998:24-34) and Yizi Chen (1998:7-10) 

indicate that despite some hinders to the democratisation; there are some hopeful 

developments like village elections and development of legal system. The CCP would still 

dominate this process of democratisation due to its entrenched hegemony but would later be 

challenged and even marginalised. On the other hand, Gordon White’s (1994) outline for the 

future PRC is “a competitive political system that might still be dominated by a hegemonic 

                                                 
10 See Chen and Zhong (2002) and Diamond and Myers (2000). 
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political institution and a capitalist economy with a high degree of state involvement” (White 

1994:91), with the possible form of some kind of social democracy. 

In terms of the manner of change, forecasts range from a gradual change to a quick 

chocking change. On the time frame of change, researchers seem to agree more on a long-

term prediction than on a short-term guess. 

As James Waldron (2004) points out, the political system of the PRC survived the 

breakdown of communism, the pluralisation in the Soviet Union, and the “third-wave” 

democratisation in East Asia (Waldron 2004:2). This either proves that the time has come for 

the PRC to change towards democracy as well, or that the political system in the country is 

still stable and able to withstand and adapt to changes. Nevertheless, the CCP still controls the 

reforms and it is still in the phase of efficient adaption. Dickson (2003) stresses that the PRC 

has gone through more political reforms than what is mostly acknowledged and that the 

scenario in the near future would be for the CCP, notwithstanding weaknesses in the regime, 

to get by with a strategy of limited adaptation, incorporation of new interests, and avoiding 

pressure for more striving political change (Dickson 2003:7-8). Chen (2003) and He (2003) 

on the other hand forecast a regime collapse. 

To conclude, these different views of the future of the PRC regime spread over a wide 

range. The pessimistic view puts unnecessary weight on the issues of authoritarian power and 

the actual dominance of party power in the PRC. Since the most important part of democracy 

is the actual rule of the people, we must not forget that the PRC society is maintained and 

developed by the decisions of ordinary people. In the context the CCP finds itself today, it 

must move according to the changes in society. This is not saying however that the party must 

change completely. The optimistic view on the other hand, sometimes relies too much on the 

expectations of economic liberalisation and might therefore strike us as impatient. As 

aforementioned, an important part of democratisation is the time frame and in the PRC, as 

with many other countries, we are probably talking about a long time of democratisation 

process before we reach the democratic regime type. The optimistic view though is good at 

pointing out the weaknesses of the regime. The lesson learned from the Cold War is that it is 

important to see the weaknesses and not to be blinded by the perceived strength of an 

authoritarian regime. An authoritarian regime can never compete in strength with a 

democratic one (without using violence and breaking human rights). Therefore, the regime in 
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the PRC is relatively weak and will disintegrate. The questions we are asking are, as described 

above, before how long and in which manner. Given the present stability and political 

situation, it is probably more likely that the disintegration will be slow and gradual and in 

mostly peaceful manner with the CCP as the major contributing force. 

Public Orientation 

It is often stressed that democracy cannot be sustained without a democratic culture. 

Essential for the existence of democratic culture is the viewpoints of the public11. There have 

been surveys exploring the sentiments of citizens of the PRC, the results of these will be 

outlined below. 

If the public orientation is that of a positive stance towards democracy and democratic 

ideals and rules, then one of Rustow’s necessary ingredients, the habituation to democracy, is 

present. A sense of democracy in the orientation of the masses also indicates that the 

outcomes of other reforms have meant a democratic impact on society. A public with 

democratic sentiments and a public with demands of economic and welfare benefits might 

also push the ruling CCP into the responsive phase of party adaption (Yanlai Wang 2003:228). 

According to Francis Fukuyama, democracy cannot appear in a society unless there is 

a strong domestic demand for it by local actors; either the elites, or the masses or civil society 

(Fukuyama 2005:2). Indeed, through survey studies, Nathan and Shi (1990), Wang (2003) and 

Hsu and Hsiao (2007) all come to the conclusion that the Chinese public orientation is 

definitely compatible to democracy although the process of achieving democratic sentiments 

has taken a significant amount of time. 

Nathan and Shi conclude that the relatively low levels of awareness of government’s 

impact, system affect, and tolerance might pose impediments to democratisation but that 

nothing in their data supports the theory that Chinese political culture is an absolute bar to 

democracy and that China’s culture would move closer to the patterns characteristic of 

democratic countries as the economy grew (Nathan and Shi 1990, chapter 11). 

When Wang (2003) performs his case study in 2000 over political and cultural 

orientations of the mass public, the author bases the research on the 1990 survey by Nathan 

and Shi. A decade later however, the conclusion is that the regime is losing the “cushion of 

                                                 
11 See Huntington (1968) and Gibson and Duch (1993). 
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safety” among the less privileged, which the 1990 survey indicated (Nathan and Shi 1990, 

Chapter 11). The 2000 survey offer proof that the political and cultural orientations of the 

mass public are shifting towards more liberal and pro-democratic values. Wang attributes 

this shift much to the liberalisation of the economy (Wang 2003:221-230). This shift could 

bring the ruling CCP closer to a responsive adaption when its discretionary power in policy 

institutionalisation is diminished and there is an increasing power of the society to influence 

the party’s policy choices. 

In another survey approach, Hsu and Hsiao divide the public democratic sentiments 

into three types: Western type, non-Western type and mixed type. The non-Western 

perception is significant but the Western and mixed type of democratic attitudes are dominant 

(Hsu and Hsiao 2007:12-19). Therefore, Hsu and Hsiao argue that democratic sentiment 

indeed exists among the Chinese, although slightly different from general Western 

perceptions of democracy but when “Western definition of democracy is coupled and 

complemented with the Chinese alternative definition, such a democracy perception will 

become a fertile soil for breeding momentum for democratic reform” in the PRC (Hsu and 

Hsiao 2007:25). 

To conclude then, it cannot be denied that the public perception in the PRC is a 

democratic perception. This is the very basis of democracy, or democratisation. With a 

dictatorial regime in power and a public with democratic ideas, Rustow’s condition for 

democratisation of an entrenched conflict is present. The expressions of this conflict can be 

seen in the numerous public protests that occur all over the PRC. 

Elections in the PRC 

Holding elections is seen as the very basis of democracy and is where the electoral 

democracy begins its life. By holding elections, the requirement for democratisation process 

of a political society is in place. This section discusses existing elections in the PRC and their 

meaningfulness in the democratisation process. 

Elections may be limited in the permission to participation by a small proportion of 

the electorate. Historically this has been the way of development most likely to produce a 

system of mutual security between government and opposition (Dahl 1971:33-37). As we will 

see this was the case in Sweden from the end of the nineteenth century until post World War 
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One. This classic path of slow expansion of the franchise is no longer open to late democratic 

developers, like the PRC, because of the citizens’ expectation of political equality inherent in 

the universal franchise has been widespread and is being deepened by the globalisation of 

democratic values and norms (Diamond and Myers 2000:2). Although it can be argued that 

the franchise is limited to CCP members in the PRC. 

Elections can also be limited in their freedom and fairness. It is possible to construct a 

constrained arena of competition, perhaps banning opposition parties, but offer fair and 

neutral procedures of electoral administration and vote counting. Elections may be open and 

competitive but rigged in favour of the ruling party (Diamond and Myers 2000:5-6). This can 

be one of the features of electoralism. In the Republic of China, the ruling Kuomintang party 

expanded election competition gradually over several decades. The least harmful limitation 

for future democratic evolution is on the meaningfulness of election (Diamond and Myers 

2000:5-6). Regarding the PRC this was the case in the beginning of the 1980s, the so-called 

“zone of indifference” (Kevin O’Brien and Lianjiang Li 486:489). Bhutan held mock 

elections in April 2007 as a test before “real” elections, the elections were meaningless in that 

sense but did not cause any harm. 

Elections are not lacking in the People’s Republic of China, but the competitiveness, 

freeness and fairness of them are lacking and therefore they cannot be regarded as fulfilling 

the criteria of a liberal or developed democracy or even electoral democracy as regime types, 

but their mere existence gives us an understanding of the status of the democratisation process 

in the PRC. 

Elections in the PRC come in two forms: elections for village leader in selected rural 

villages and elections for local people’s congresses.  

The local people’s congress elections are a kind of semi-competitive elections. Each 

people’s congress carries out election for each higher level of people’s congress, ending in the 

elections for the National People’s Congress (NPC). There is no legal must for membership in 

the Communist party of China in order to be elected to the people’s congresses but in practice 

the membership of the higher people’s congresses is determined by the party, substantially 

due to a number of indirect elections between the local people's congress and the NPC. Also, 

it is difficult for members in a people’s congress without the support of the party to 

implement effective control or power over the administration of the executive. 
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The second type of elections in the PRC is the so-called village elections, direct 

democracy at the grassroots level. Villages are the lowest level of government in China. The 

village elections came about as a response to the initiative by a few villages in the south of 

China to implement free elections for village chief. The elections have no restriction on 

political affiliation and suffrage is universal. Many of these elections involve candidate 

debates, formal platforms, and the secret ballot boxes but one flaw affecting the village 

elections is that although the village chief holds lot of power, the local CCP-leader would 

always remain first in command, thereby reducing the meaningfulness of the election 

(Diamond and Myers 2000:23). 

The system of village elections grew from being illegal to experimental to almost 

countrywide spread. According to Howell, China’s top leaders needed an extension of 

political choice in a time when citizens became more and more conscious of their legal rights 

(Howell 2004:9). There was an increased demand for channels to vent grievances, resolve 

conflicts, and demand accountability. As Howell contemplates, this might lead the top leaders 

to lose their grip on local governance but on the other hand that continued status quo might 

lead to declining legitimacy and spiralling social unrest (Howell 2004:9). 

The actual importance of the village elections is under debate. Jie Chen and Yang 

Zhong (2002) question the competitiveness and democratic nature of village. From a study in 

the province of Jiangsu, the authors find that not only is the voter turnout not very high but 

also that those who voted were people with low levels of internal efficacy and democratic 

values, high levels of life satisfaction, interest in state and local public affairs, and that 

anticorruption sentiment does not seem to play any role in village elections. On the other hand 

those peasants who stayed away from village elections had levels of internal efficacy and 

democratic orientation. The reasons for not going to the ballots were the institutional 

constraints on the elections (Chen and Zhong 2002:4). 

Thus, the political power in the PRC can still draw backing and obedience from 

people who are more inclined to governmental influence, satisfied with their lives, older, and 

less educated. Still, even though the government does not intimidate people to vote, it uses 

persuasion to get people to the ballots. Possibly, it is easier to persuade older, less educated, 

more obedient, and satisfied peasants to vote in limited and constrained village elections than 

otherwise (Chen and Zhong 2002:23). 
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Another issue concerning village elections is the common existence of corruption and 

despotism. In this case the CCP leadership has admitted the most effective weapon in the 

struggle against corruption is the voting booth (Howell 2004:113). In an extended perspective 

it can also be seen as recognition that leaders chosen directly by the people are better than 

appointed ones. Another problem with the limited elections, as well as other political reforms, 

is that they to a large extent have been put into practice in order to make the authoritarian 

system work better, and not to make the system more responsive to pressure for change from 

the society (Dickson 2003:7). Despite these constraints on the elections, there are slips of 

authority control that make the PRC elections take a step towards a “vision of electoral 

representation familiar in liberal democracies” (Melanie Manion 2000:782). 

As a conclusion, we can see that elections exist in the PRC but they are in most cases 

not fulfilling the democratic requirements. The elections is seen by the rulers as a way to 

co-opt societal forces or to modernise the party without abandoning any control. At the same 

time, the regime sees the local elections being able to stem the tide of corruption. 

Nevertheless, the elections exist and bring about at least some kind of competition of ideas, an 

important ingredient in a democracy. The existence of these elections also habituates the 

people and the rulers to a certain degree of democratic processes. 

Changes in the party 

Intra-party Democracy 

According to Rustow (1970), the adoption of democratic rules must be consciously 

made. In the PRC, the CCP is the only source of political power capable of moulding 

democratic rules into society or first and foremost into the party itself. 

The CCP is not only changing to the outside world by modifying the membership 

requirements, the party is also changing from the inside in recent years with the intra-party 

democracy becoming a priority for the party in its institution building (Chen and Zhong 

2005:47).  

One main factor of intra-party democracy is more competitive elections instead of 

rubber-stamping the appointing of leaders, the coming National People’s Congress will have 

more candidates than there are seats. This also means that some candidates on the ballot will 
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fail to be elected. Elections to the Central Committee are also likely to become more 

competitive (Li Cheng 2006). 

These moves can be seen as a search for institutional innovations, but because of the 

shackles of the choice of rules over the past decades of dictatorship, these innovations will 

probably not be the ones to fix the existing one-party system (Chen and Zhong 2005:47). 

From another viewpoint, to implement democratic rules within the party in order to deepen 

the democratic habituation there, can be a first move before any deliberate implementation of 

democratic procedures into larger areas of society. It is nevertheless a step of democratisation. 

Membership Requirements 

Changes in how the political party - as the centre of the political system and bringer of 

political participation - arranges its membership requirements is important for the civil society 

and for the functioning of state and bureaucracy. 

The origins of the Chinese Communist party are that of a party of the workers and 

peasants. The Chinese society has changed over the last 30 years though to include large and 

vocal groups of middle class, noveau riche, entrepreneurs, businessmen and others. Therefore 

by continuing the same recruitment process for party membership would alienate important 

parts and forces in the society. The development of the CCP is therefore not only to embrace 

the working class, cadres and intellectuals, but also private entrepreneurs (in a sense, parts of 

those who were eliminated in Mao’s campaigns of the 1950s). 

A party that expresses the interests of only one group in society is less autonomous 

than one that expresses the interests of several social groups. Also, to which degree the party 

is autonomous from influence of non-political organisations is a measurement of 

institutionalisation and strength of the political system (Huntington 1968:20). 

The CCP therefore, in accordance with Jiang Zemin’s Three Represents (三個代表, 

Sāngè Dàibiǎo) and to keep control over the efficient adaption, has also changed the 

recruitment requirements for party membership. Businessmen and other parts of society are 

now eligible to apply for party membership. This can be seen as an attempt to widen the 

support and legitimacy for the party as society changes. SAP, the ruling party of Sweden, 

stood before similar problems when society changed in the 1950s and 1960s. The party had to 

become less dependent on workers and farmers and more focused on gaining influence over 
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the fast growing middle class. In this process the SAP managed to incorporate the white collar 

workers as voters as well as maintaining the votes from the blue collar workers12. 

A party with mass support is clearly stronger than one that has limited support 

(Huntington 1968:402). It should therefore lie in the interest of the CCP to expand the 

political participation to new groups in society. The question is how to organise this 

participation within the framework of the party. 

Apart from the incorporation of new groups, important to stability and orderly change 

is also, as Huntington argued, a regularising of the procedures for leadership succession 

(Huntington 1968:402), thereby taking a step further towards a functioning state and state 

bureaucracy. 

Factionalism 

Today, political power in the PRC is at the hands of the CCP, which in practice 

forbids formation of competing political parties. This lack of broad-based and well-organised 

political opposition in the PRC makes it doubtful that a multi-party political system could 

develop in the near future without any major revolutionary events happening. Instead, factions 

within the party might serve as a substitute in the meantime, although a weak substitute. 

Factions and factional fighting have existed before in the CCP, generating purges, 

both bloody and not and being far from cooperative in nature.  

Today’s factionalism is more peaceful and focuses more on the sharing of power. 

Apart from the old factions of reform minded versus hard-liners (a right and a left faction),13 

Li (2006) identifies two modern factions within the fourth generation of the CCP leadership. 

These two main factions not only compete for power, influence, and the right to enact policy 

initiatives but also cooperate to maintain political stability (Li 2006). One faction, the more 

populist, is represented by President Hu Jintao and the other, the more elitist, by the old 

president Jiang and his Shanghai followers and descendants in the party. 

After recent scandals/purges of members of the Shanghai/elitist faction, the power of 

President Hu’s populist coalition in the national leadership continues to grow. Yet the 

factional interdependence is still maintained, creating a kind of system of checks and balances, 
                                                 
12 See, amongst others, Aucante (2005) and Gösta Esping-Andersen (1990:33-57) for further insight into this 
development and comparison with other social democratic parties. 
13 See (Gongqin Xiao 2003:1) 
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as an example each of the six most important national leadership bodies within the PRC, for 

instance the presidency and the Central Military Commission, the top two positions are split 

between the two different coalitions (Li 2006). 

However, this factionalism is neither legalised nor formalised and lacks transparency, 

forcing outside observers to continue to rely on Kremlinology when interpreting the struggles 

within the party. Nevertheless, if factions can co-exist side by side then a possible 

revitalisation of the CCP due to these multiple sources of internal power cannot be ruled out. 

As hinted above, a left-right or reformist-conservative factional split still exists. 

According to Xie Tao (2007), the leftist (or hard-liners) are still influential, opposing much of 

the reform work and also control the government managed media. 

The party and the Parties 

Officially, the People’s Republic of China is a multi-party socialist state under the 

leadership of the Chinese Communist party. In practice however, the power of parties other 

than the Communist party of China is severely restricted and China is in effect a one-party 

state. There are eight other minor “democratic” Parties in the PRC, which are “allowed” to 

exist in apart from the CCP. Yet in the political system they rely on the dominant Communist 

party for approval of appointment to positions of power. Therefore, they are not independent 

and cannot serve as meaningful opposition parties in a liberal democratic sense. However, this 

must not lead us to completely discard the other parties and non-communist leaders. 

As a proper hegemonic party, the CCP commands both formal and, more important, 

informal dominance of political decision-making in almost all institutional settings. No other 

opposing power centres in the political life has been able to materialise. Avery Goldstein 

(1990) identifies two reasons for the CCP influence. Firstly, the tendency to treat any 

important decision as at least potentially a political matter, and the tendency for all such 

politicised decision making to be dominated by the party (Goldstein 1990:312). According to 

Goldstein (1990:312), the CCP organisation bolstered this dominance, from top to bottom, 

through for instance, a network of party committees, party members holding leadership in 

non-party institutions and compulsory study groups for citizens. 

In order to represent different parts of the population and bring in technical expertise, 

the CCP makes sure that a considerable minority of people’s congress delegates are either 
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from the minor parties or not affiliated to any parties at all. Although this does not challenge 

the role of the Communist party in any large way, there is a degree of tolerance of 

disagreement and debate in the legislative process (Deshan Lin 2007).14 Of all the delegates of 

the NPC a fairly large minority are none party members. In April 2007, the first non-party 

member in decades was appointed to a minister seat (Xinhua 2007a). Granted further 

institutional reform, there might already be space for a democratisation of the PRC leadership 

available, meaning a loosening of the CCP grip over power, but it is still evident that the CCP 

is most concerned of keeping the power. Nevertheless, the possibility of non-party members 

becoming ministers and getting other positions in the apparatus enables a competition of ideas 

of some kind. 

In theory, the CCP, like any other organisation, does not stand above the constitution 

of the PRC, although the party is assured a leading role. In practice however, the CCP is able 

to keep vast control of the political system through its dominance. The party can appoint 

significant officials, and control the legislation or amendment of constitution by making 

proposal to the NPC first. However, a formal subordination of the party to the Constitution is 

important as it provides a predictable framework for decisions to be made, and limits the 

establishment of a personality cult. In addition, there have been a few cases in which the 

subordination of the party to the constitution has had some practical consequences, for 

instance when the NPC has refused to allow the party to directly submit constitutional 

amendments on the grounds that it is not an organisation of the state (China Economic 

Review 2007). As we shall see in the following chapter, the ruling SAP in Sweden also uses 

its dominance to stretch the boundaries of the law. 

To conclude, the changes within and around the CCP show some examples of a 

democratisation of some kind but also signs of attempt to perpetuate the CCP hold over power 

by trying to co-opt other possible political forces in the country. It is an unclear development 

and the CCP is still far from changing its dictatorial power over the PRC. It is important 

however not to forget those steps of democratisation that have been taken and they must be 

put in the focus for a study of the future PRC. The CCP must be one of the driving forces for 

continued democratisation but to solely rely on the party itself for the democratisation process 

                                                 
14 According to Dr. Lin there is a lot of debate but the problem is the lack of communication of this debate to the 
outside world. 
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would be a failure. Although there might be certain people of movements within the party, 

which are interested in a democratic future, the interest of the CCP is to uphold the power of 

the party. 

Civil Society 

An independent civil society is regarded as an essential ingredient in a democratic 

society. The acceptance of a vivid and independent civil society is one of the ingredients in 

liberal democracy. Therefore, signs of emergence of a civil society also indicate that a process 

of democratisation is ongoing. Barrett McCormick means that the weakness of civil society is 

the greatest obstacle to democracy in the PRC (McCormick 1994:15).15 

There is indeed a rise of non-registered organisations in the PRC that can evade the 

rigorous regulations for registering social organisations. According to Howell, this fact points 

to an increasingly tolerant party, which is willing to leave more room if the social benefits are 

seen as outweighing the costs (Howell 2004:17). Yet again, the question is if this “tolerance” 

is genuine or only a way for the party to co-opt and appease in order to maintain the 

dictatorial rule. Regarding the party as a whole, the “tolerance” is probably not genuine 

although there might be influential elements within the party, which seek tolerance. 

The CCP has also allowed international NGOs to settle in the PRC and started to 

allow development of Chinese NGOs. These NGOs are however, still under serious 

constraints (Jean-Philippe Béja 2006:12). Notwithstanding the constraints, Oksenberg 

(2001:22) finds that there are legal, semi-legal and illegal organisations that are appearing in 

economic and social situations, organisations that have come to life due to the state’s 

withdrawal from its total control over society and culture. 

It is important to understand that the nature of civil society in the PRC differs from the 

civil society that emerged in the communist occupied countries of Central Europe in that has 

been less fighting against the ruling party (as opposed to the Solidarity movement in Poland 

or intellectuals’ movement in Czechoslovakia and Hungary). This, according to Béja 

(2006:12), is because the would-be developers of civil society could rely only on the 

protection of the most radical reformist leaders, and therefore could not clearly break away 

from the party. Béja argues that the development of a civil society of informally structured 

                                                 
15 See also White (1994). 
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network of non-governmental organisations that have a loose relation to the party state does 

not mean that the regime is democratising. Indeed, Leninism is incompatible with the 

emergence of a genuine civil society (Dickson 2003:7). Leninism emphasises vertical lines of 

authority and prevents horizontal ties and autonomous organisations that are the essence of 

civil society. Despite this, at the end of the 1980s the network of semi-autonomous 

organisations (professional associations, editorial boards, salons, research centres) made up a 

kind of civil society (Béja 2006:12), although this, compared to regular Western definition of 

civil society, was more of a process within the elite, without contact with workers or peasants. 

Nevertheless, after the political turmoil in 1989 the intellectuals had nowhere to turn since 

their protectors had been purged or left without momentum of power. Therefore, much of the 

intelligentsia has abandoned the struggle to create an autonomous civil society and many 

intellectuals, especially economists and sociologists, enjoy real consideration from the 

authorities because they help develop a new kind of civil society. Béja describes this as a 

corporatist model, where the state decides which social categories exist and can be 

represented, which itself creates the NGOs that will represent them (Béja 2006:12). 

Civil society also incorporates certain basic freedoms such as the freedom of speech. 

In regards to freedom of speech and freedom of press, the PRC is a black hole in the world 

and this is definitely one of the weakest spots of the democratisation process in the PRC. The 

bans on numerous publications and general utterances, the strict control of media, the number 

of incarcerated journalist have set the PRC at the same level as North Korea and Myanmar 

(Reporters sans frontières 2005-2007). 

Not only does the harsh stance against freedom of speech and press suppress certain 

opinions, it also creates a media dependent on the party. The outcome is a media business 

languishing under unprofessional procedures and poor quality (Reporters sans frontières 

2005:5) and the whole world of press and media in the PRC resembling a spoof. Based on a 

field study of local media in Haiyan county, Xiaoling Zhang argues that although the local 

media is given more room to manoeuvre compared to national media, the state control is still 

severe and the quality of reporting is low (Zhang 2007b:74-77). Despite this darkness there 

are signs of a limited freedom of press, but a big part of it is not because of institutional 

reforms but because journalists bend and bypass the regulations, for instance by publishing 

locally prohibited articles in newspapers in other provinces (Xiaojin Zhang 2007a), or simply 
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risking careers and life when “seeking truth from facts”. However, it is also difficult to 

distinguish real investigative and questioning journalism from the one that is sanctioned by 

the authorities because of the political agenda of the day. As many Western examples show, 

political leaders in democracies can still, with the right “spin”, exert a large amount of control 

over free media. 

In relation to the conditions for media and the civil society, there are signs of ongoing 

reforms for a more transparent, open government. The CCP plans to implement new 

regulations for making government information available to the public. The PRC government 

hopes it will “build trust and confidence between different levels of government and the 

public” (China Daily 2007). From a democratic perspective, trust and confidence have a 

positive sound, but from the authoritarian perspective these two words could mean something 

completely different, a prolonging and deepening of dictatorial rule. On the other hand, more 

transparency must be seen as a positive development. 

As a conclusion, the poor state of the civil society in the PRC is indeed a big obstacle 

in the way for democratisation. This concerns the legal part of the civil society more than the 

illegal. However, in a country like the PRC, there is nothing wrong by being illegal. An illegal 

organisation in the PRC often correlates with a righteous organisation on the international 

scene. The signs of democratisation, by looking at civil society, are not evident but exist 

nevertheless in for instance public protests, well organised or not, and religious organisations 

like the “non-patriotic” Christian churches. An autonomous civil society though is far away at 

the moment. 

Capitalism and Private Ownership 

Economic growth and greater responsiveness and accountability in government were 

seen by the CCP as necessary for restoration of popular confidence (David Goodman and 

Beverly Hooper 1994:15). The CCP was the first major communist regime to embrace radical 

reform despite a lack of experience, knowledge, or internal ideological consensus (Pei 

2003:4). Since then, the transition to market economy in the PRC has primarily been a 

process of basic institutional changes and institution building (Jutta Hebel and Günter 

Schucher 2006:5). It is debated whether economic reform and economic freedom lead to 

democracy. This correlation used to be true in earlier times but doubts have arisen in recent 
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years when authoritarian countries have managed to combine their rule with open economy, 

the PRC being one of the most prominent examples. Mary Gallagher (2002:372) even argues 

that the economic reforms and the embrace of foreign capital saved the CCP rule. 

Nevertheless, there are a number of things in themselves not part of any procedural 

democracy but generating increased freedoms at the cost of party power. For instance 

decision-making regarding consumption and production that has largely been decentralised to 

individual households and firms; economic incentives, markets, competition and 

internationalisation that have to a considerable extent replaced command, administrative 

processes, monopoly and autarky (Assar Lindbeck 2007). 

In addition, the PRC Constitution has been amended in 2004 to include guarantees 

regarding private property (as well as human rights) (Jiefen Li 2007:115). According to the 

CCP government, this is supposed to be progress for Chinese democracy and a sign from the 

party that they recognise the need for change, because the economy has created a new class of 

rich and middle class, who wants protection of their own property. Yet again the party tries to 

remain a step ahead and avoid the responsive adaption. 

Regarding the economic sphere, we can draw the conclusion that there exists great 

freedom. The liberalisation of the economy has also brought institutional changes and changes 

to the way of governing. The market economy has greatly affected the regime and brought 

with it a base for further reform and democratisation. Although the CCP still has the power 

and might seem to be able to maintain the power despite economic progress, it is vital not to 

overlook one of the major aspects of democratisation; the time frame. The grip over power 

despite economic progress might only be temporary. The time frame for democratisation is, 

for good or for bad, a relatively long one. 

The answer to the question of this chapter must be a clear, but nevertheless doubt 

filled, yes. There is a process of democratisation evident in the elections being held and the 

liberalisation of the economy. In several other cases, the democratisation process is 

diminished due to the CCP’s attempts to co-opt and non-genuine interest in, at this stage very 

limited, competition from any other societal force. As long as some vital reforms – such as the 

liberalised media and an invigoration of other political parties – are not taking place, the 

democratisation process cannot bloom fully even though the free market economy pushes the 

regime to let go of some control. 




