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Chapter 5: China and the Swedish Model 

This chapter deals with the relation between the Chinese political reality and the 

Swedish one. This chapter provides description of similarities (the socialist ideology base, the 

one-party dominance), discrepancies and examples of implementation of Swedish style 

policies in China as well as, based on similarities and discrepancies, further possibilities for a 

CCP dominated democratic China and the factors speaking against it. 

 

The People’s Republic of China and the Kingdom of Sweden are far away from being 

similar in culture, history and size but the countries share one very important factor; socialism 

and the building of a socialist, if not utopia, state. After the fall of communist governments 

over the world, the PRC and Sweden, at two ends of the socialist spectrum, are two of the few 

countries where socialism is still the core ideology, Esping-Andersen even goes as far as 

saying that Sweden “harbours the world’s strongest socialist movement” (Esping-Andersen 

1990:34) 

Political relations between the Kingdom of Sweden and the People’s Republic of 

China date back to May 1950, when Sweden was the first Western country to establish 

diplomatic relations with the PRC. During the 1950s, Sweden supported consistently the 

“restoration” of the PRC seat in the UN (PRC Ministry of Foreign Affairs). During the 1960s 

and 1970s, Sweden, similar to the PRC, stood up against the imperialism of the USA and the 

Soviet Union, forging alliances with many Third World countries. In 1996, Prime Minister 

Persson visited the PRC and praised “the political stability” of the country. In addition, the 

economic ties with China are strong and go back more than 1000 years to the Viking era.. 

Today Swedish business and investment in the PRC is growing immensely. Chinese business 

is also being established in Sweden. The cultural ties, especially in the fields of sport and 

student exchange, are also getting stronger. In June 2007, the PRC President Hu Jintao made a 

historic state visit to Sweden as the first Chinese leader to do so. The year before that saw the 

Swedish monarch paying a visit to the PRC. 

The study in the PRC of Swedish politics and in particular the Swedish democratic 

socialism has increased in later years (Zhang 2007a). Due to the more open political 

atmosphere, the old antagonistic approach to the study of Sweden - the welfare state, the 
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social democracy and such – have given way to a more pragmatic approach. Furthermore, the 

prospect for the future appears to be that of an increased interest in the Swedish system from 

the part of the CCP (Zhang 2007a). Major studies of Swedish democratic socialism started in 

the 1980s and in 1986, the CCP organised a workshop with focus on Swedish social 

democracy. After 1989 however, when hard-liners regained power there were no books 

published on the subject. Later in the 1990s there was recovery and the research topic was 

changed somewhat to focus more on how to maintain party leadership in society. The major 

turning point came in November 2006 when former president of Renmin University in 

Beijing, Xie Tao, proclaimed his thoughts on democratic socialism. According to Xiaojin 

Zhang, the study of Swedish social democracy is likely to increase in the future. The study of 

Swedish social democracy is necessary in order to “learn how to reform society and change 

the party from a revolutionary party to a ruling party” (Lin 2007).  

Today there is, with no surprise, a vast discrepancy between democracy at its most 

developed phase in Sweden and at an “un-developed level” in the PRC and it is a difference 

that, given that there will be a continued process of democratisation in the PRC - probably 

will take several decades to bridge. The democratisation process in many Western countries 

took a long time to complete, in the case of Britain a slow process over the course of centuries, 

in the case of Sweden around 50 years. There are however other examples where the 

democratisation process gone much faster, Spain after the Franco-regime, Germany after 

Hitler and several of the countries that once belonged to the Soviet bloc. 

The CCP leadership themselves are talking about several decades and centuries on the 

topic of free and national elections. Deng Xiaoping said that free elections in China could 

happen after 205052 and more recently Premier Wen Jiabao has proclaimed that there would 

be no democracy in the PRC until 2100. This is a long period of time, especially since many 

steps of democratisation already have been taken, but it is not an overly long estimation of the 

time needed to achieve full democracy. For its democratisation there are many role models for 

the PRC to follow and be inspired by, both in nearby countries and territories and in history. 

The democratisation process in the Republic of China (ROC) has been viewed by many a 

scholar as way to follow for the ruling party in the PRC.53 Another proposed role model is that 

                                                 
52 Deng Xiaoping, Selected Works Book Three (1993:220), as quoted in Wang (2003:232). 
53 See for instance Dickson (1997). 
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of Singapore, with a combination of democracy and authoritarian rule (“soft authoritarianism” 

or “totalitarian democracy”) combined with certain basic freedoms and free market 

economy. 54  These two cases share a common culture with the PRC but lack a few 

characteristics that are present in the Swedish system: ideology of socialism; old, developed 

and deepened democracy; and in this democracy one-party dominance. 

As Huntington points out, a “political system assimilates new social forces and new 

personnel without sacrificing its institutional integrity. In a political system that lacks such 

defences, new men, viewpoints and new social groups may replace each other at the core of 

the system with bewildering rapidity” (Huntington 1968:22). Therefore, the CCP, as the core 

of the political system in the PRC, must be ensured a prominent role also in a newly 

democratic or democratising PRC. 

The CCP was founded in 1921, and the party proclaimed the People’s Republic of 

China in 1949 after years of armed struggle. As we also can see from the Swedish experience, 

the party came to power after a pair of decades of struggle. This struggle takes the form of 

fighting against opponents within and outside of the party, struggle against authoritarianism, 

and struggle to mobilise and organise its electorate, the people. During this struggle the party 

went through several crises and purges. Both the SAP and the CCP had thus, with the theory 

of Huntington, achieved their longevity through crises and struggle. The CCP in a more 

bloody way, but the fight against opponents and the mobilisation and organisation of the 

people remained the same. Both parties were also in their formative and struggling period 

subjects to responsive adaption, which they overcame. 

The CCP is today in a similar position to the SAP. The party has ruled the country, 

although not as long as the SAP, for many decades. The party has built the modern 

institutions of society and due to its organisation it influences large parts of the society.  

Similar to the SAP, the CCP sees itself as the vanguard of the Chinese working class 

but also as a representative “of the interests of the Chinese people of all ethnic groups”.55 The 

problem both parties are facing is the “must” to perform; the parties must bring economic 

growth or economic security as well as keep plausible and attractive visions alive without 

losing their ideological ground, they must keep control over the efficient adaption. 

                                                 
54 See for instance Kong Qing Su (2004) and Tae Yul Nam (1969-1970). 
55 China’s Political System at www.china.org.cn. 
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Even though opposing forces are strong in both countries (for instance public protests 

in the PRC and political opposition in Sweden), the Parties are in fact the only capable rulers 

of the countries. Adapting Huntington’s and Dickson’s framework for party adaptation and 

organisations as well as Pempel’s framework for one-party dominance, we can discern three 

factors explaining the capacity of both Parties as the lone ruler. 

Firstly, the chronological factor; over time the party is the only ruler, disabling any 

other political force to take any decisive part in decision-making. Secondly, the organisational 

and representative factor; both CCP and the SAP have huge organisational networks that 

reach down to the grassroots of society. Thirdly, the lack of a possible contending party in the 

formation of government and rule. No other political force is able to organise or represent to 

the same extent as the power party (SAP or CCP). It is without a doubt virtually impossible to 

find another political force in today’s China, other than CCP, that could take over the role as 

ruler of the whole country. Although the same does not entirely apply to Sweden’s case, as we 

have seen, the alternative governments have all been dismantled in disagreement or forced to 

cooperate with the SAP or subject to support from the SAP. 

Some of the major similarities and differences between the SAP and the CCP and the 

states they have influenced are as follows: 

 

Similarities Sweden, SAP PRC, CCP 

Party/government control 

over economy 

Moderate, (historically 

extensive) Moderate to extensive 

Type of political change Incremental Incremental, revolutionary 

Type of economy Socialism and market economy

Market economy, 

somewhat socialist 

Peace and stability 

At least since 1945 or even 

1814 Since 1989 (or 1976) 

Time frame of dominance 75-80 years ca 60 years 

Time from founding to 

power 28-43 years ca 25 years 

Generations of leaders Five Four 
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Other capable rulers No (at least until 2007) No 

Trend of dominance 

(Politically diminishing), 

continued institutional 

dominance Continued 

Adaptation Efficient, (responsive) Efficient 

Party alliances 

Yes, party and Labour Union, 

strong and traditional 

Yes, party and Army, 

strong and traditional 

Factionalism 

Yes, left-right, pro-EMU - 

anti-EMU, somewhat 

institutionalised 

Yes, left-right, populist-

elitist, non-institutionalised 

Consensus/Consultative 

policy making 

Yes, more consensus than 

consultative 

Yes somewhat, consensus 

within party, consultative 

outside of party 

   

Differences Sweden, SAP PRC, CCP 

Party system 

Multiparty with one dominant 

party 

One-party system (in 

practice) 

One-party dominance Entrenched By constitution 

Other political forces Yes No 

"Opposing" societal forces Strong/moderately strong Weak/moderately strong 

Participation Broad autonomous Broad mobilised 

Elections Frequent, competitive 

Frequent, to large extent 

non-competitive 

Freedom of press and 

speech Yes No 

Core socialist ideology Democratic socialism Marxism-Leninism 

Role of ideology 

Essential, but with pragmatic 

approach Seemingly central 

Trend of dominance 

Politically diminishing but 

continued institutional Continued 
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dominance 

Struggle for power and 

dominance Democratic, parliamentarian Revolutionary, by force 

Succession process of party 

leadership "Dynastic", mostly stable 

(Institutionalised), 

presently stable 

Table 2: Characteristics of party-state in Sweden and in the PRC. 

 

Implementation of Policies 

There are indicators that the CCP is implementing policies in the PRC, which are 

similar to the policies implemented by the SAP in Sweden during its reformation of Swedish 

society. They can be summed up in the implementation of free market economy combined 

with socialism leading to the “strong state” by taxation, and the implementation of 

Harmonious Society (和諧社會, Héxié Shèhuì), a parallel to the Swedish People’s Home. 

Capitalism and Free Economy 

Over the course of the last 30 years the PRC has gone from a state controlled, planned 

economy to a highly privatised market economy. It would be wrong however to fully regard 

this as a step away from socialism and socialist principles.  

As Deng Xiaoping himself pointed out, the PRC was not qualified for socialism 

because the productivity and living standards had been too low and that “poverty is no 

socialism and socialism should eliminate poverty”56. In today’s PRC the leadership also talk 

of socialism or the communist society as a future goal requiring a transformation period of 

decades.  

Free market economy and capitalism are of course integral to the Swedish political 

reality. This of course is in line with the ideology of democratic socialism and in a fashion 

similar to Deng Xiaoping. Former Trade Minister Leif Pagrotsky claimed that capitalism can 

thrive in a social democratic environment and that doctrinal disputes should be set aside 

(Richard Heller 2001). However, as we have seen in previous chapters, the existence of free 

market economy and capitalism has not been automatically endorsed by the SAP (preparation 

                                                 
56 Deng Xiaoping, Selected Works Book Three (1993), as quoted in Wang (2003, p. 155). 
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for planned economy in the 1940’s and the “wage earners’ funds” in the 1970s). The 

capitalistic economy had to be fought for by balancing forces in society and politics as well as 

moderates within the party ending with “as much welfare as the free market can allow and as 

much free market as the welfare can allow” (Niklas Ekdal 2006). In a similar way, the 

economic reforms leading to a capitalist economy in the PRC came about after struggle by the 

reformers, the old “rightists”. The capitalist economy in Sweden however has a strong state 

influence; the public sector of the economy is large and the labour unions exert great 

influence, thereby creating a strong counter-balancing force against the capitalists. 

As Wang (2003:176) elaborates and already is evident in Swedish society - the 

economic base for socialism, at least in a modern society, is taxation. As the economy grows, 

the sources of taxation will grow and thus also the power of the state. With this power the 

state can correct unjust economic distribution and create a socialist market economy with 

market features and social justice and equality. This scenario is more or less a blueprint of the 

Swedish Model. The Swedish taxation system is to an extent progressive57 in order to provide 

redistribution of wealth from rich to poor. As a further example, richer municipalities in 

Sweden have to pay a compensational fee or tax to poorer municipalities. Sweden is also 

widely known for having one of the highest tax burdens in the world, thus rendering the state 

powerful. After economic reform, which did not dismantle state power but rearranged it, the 

central state now has more fiscal capacity (Yang 2003:5) and can govern more efficiently and 

provide the basic services in a better way. On the other hand, the new state power and the new 

system has brought with it large scale corruption, something which might bring down the 

party power, as argued by amongst others Minxin Pei (2006). 

Harmonious Society and the People’s Home 

The abovementioned redistribution of wealth through taxation in a capitalist economy 

leads us into the discussion of Harmonious Society and the People’s Home. 

The ideology of the People’s Home was in fact a Swedish adoption of the idea class-

struggle. The class struggle would however be fought with a different perspective where the 

                                                 
57 Before a major tax reform in the 1980s the proportional taxation scale led some of those who paid tax to pay 
more than 100% of the income in tax. 
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aim was not to eliminate certain classes but to bridge the cleavages between the classes and 

make the nation a “home” which would include all.58  

It is also important to note that the policies of the People’s Home were implemented 

by the SAP to a great extent in cooperation and consensus with the political centre, mostly the 

Agrarians, 59  thereby forging an alliance of workers and peasants. The redistribution and 

welfare policies have created an egalitarian society with evenly distributed wealth.60 

In the PRC, President Hu has made the concept of the Harmonious Society (along 

with Socialist Countryside and Xiaokang Society) the cornerstone of his ideological package. 

In a sense, the concept of harmonious society encompasses much of the reform and 

development that the present party leadership intends for Chinese society after having 

“liberated” the economy from the shackles of state control. 

At the beginning of this century it had become clear that the problems of the Chinese 

society in the PRC could not be solved only or automatically by economic development and 

increased wealth. Due to growing income disparity, the urban and rural development 

imbalance, unemployment, an aging population, environmental pollution and of course 

growing social tensions and protests, the decision to put the building of a “harmonious 

society” at the top of the CCP’s work agenda was made in 2004 (Peilin Li 2005). 

Yet Hu’s harmonious society has not appeared out of the blue. Li (2007:118) sees the 

concept of harmonious society as the most recent adoption in a long line of measures, 

“ideological adjustments”, seeking to legitimise the CCP rule: from Deng’s theory of a 

socialist country with Chinese characteristics via the 1992 goal of building a market economy, 

and the endorsement of a socialist country under the rule of law in 1997 to the 2004 

constitutional amendments for protection of human rights and private property. 

Basically the harmonious society, according to the PRC leadership, is a society which 

should be relatively wealthy and where everyone has an opportunity to make a living through 

guarantees that all the people will benefit from and share in the economic growth and social 

                                                 
58 See Ernst Wigforss (1958) and Isaksson (2000). Wigforss held several minister posts in the early social 
democratic governments and regarding ideology he was one of the most influential social democrats, he 
belonged to a more right-leaning faction within the party.  
59 This we must know was at a time when the agriculture still stood for a significant part of the Swedish 
economy. 
60 For instance, Sweden has today the lowest Gini-number in the world, together with fellow Scandinavian 
countries and Japan. For more elaborate statistics, see the UN Human Development Index. 
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development (Li 2005). This means, in a similar way to the People’s Home, distribution of 

social wealth across the country, bringing together of social interests and basic equality and 

justice, it shall know “no darlings or step-children”. 

One of the measures of ensuring the “harmonious society” is to equalise the vast 

economic differences between urban and rural areas. Three campaigns of regional character, 

in order to balance regional development, are also part of the “harmonious society”; the 

development of the west, reconstruction of the northeast industrial region and revitalisation of 

the central region. These policies are a change from the Jiang Zemin-era when the 

development of the coastal areas and the urban areas were allowed to leap away from the 

hinterland and the rural parts of the country. The regional redistribution is an essential part of 

the modern People’s Home idea and as aforementioned, a special tax is levied on richer 

Swedish municipalities in order to move wealth to less well off areas (to a great extent from 

non-SAP governed localities to entrenched SAP areas). 61 

One more component of the harmonious society is the harmony between the different 

new classes in society. The obvious problem facing the PRC is that the gap between rich and 

poor has grown during the past ten years, with the result of a boost in conflicts of interest 

leading to social disorder. The need to contain or neutralise this new “struggle of class” is 

evident for a party like the CCP. Therefore, the government “must make full use of economic 

leverage, such as budget, taxation and welfare, to coordinate distribution and redistribution 

and expand the middle class while shrinking the low-income group” (Li 2005). This kind of 

thinking lies at the core of the idea behind the People’s Home. 

Although never explicitly admitted, the building of the People’s Home naturally 

required time for the SAP to put their policies into practice. The historically long 

uninterrupted stint at power from 1932 to 1976 ensured this, and the SAP saw itself early as 

“state bearing”. 62  When other parties briefly came to power they did not and could not 

challenge the People’s Home, which was well-established in the society. In the case of the 

harmonious society the necessity for the continued rule by the CCP is uttered more explicitly. 

It is stated that the harmonious society “must be stable, with rules and order and carry 

harmony in values where the majority has a solid awareness of the obligations of citizens and 

                                                 
61 Source: Swedish Census Bureau, www.scb.se, and Swedish election authority, www.valmyndigheten.se. 
62 See Tage Erlander and Sven Erlander (2006). 
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high ethical standards” and should focus on “political stability through improvement of the 

socialist democratic system”  (Li 2005). All in all, the concept of harmonious society also 

calls for a continued rule by the CCP. As we have seen, the institutions created by the 

People’s Home idea managed to a certain extent to entrench the power of the SAP, for 

instance the Labour Market Board (AMS, Arbetsmarknadsstyrelsen), the Workers’ 

Educational Organisation (ABF, Arbetarnas bildningsförbdund) and the Rent Payers’ 

Association (HRF, Hyresgästföreningen). 

Calls for Change 

Apart from the already implemented policies there are also indicators of a desired 

change from parts of the CCP leadership towards more Swedish style policies 

According to the SAP the driving force for societal change in a socialist direction has 

to be a conviction rested on values about social justice, which will set the majority of the 

people in a movement for a step by step reformation of society. This, according to SAP, can 

only be achieved by peaceful and democratic means.63 

From the Chinese perspective, democracy is present in the PRC, because the CCP sees 

itself as listening to the people and to the society and making decisions thereafter, based on 

some kind of consensus. This “Chinese democracy” nevertheless limits the influence of the 

people over decision-making. At the same time, due to the CCP’s self-image as “vanguard” 

and the top to bottom imposing of decision, the reforms in the PRC have had abstract and 

theoretical characteristics sometimes very far away from the reality of people’s lives and 

wishes. This divide between people’s influence and the decisions actually made can cause 

problems for the party in a modernising and democratising PRC, in that it may bring about 

calls for a responsive adaption. 

The CCP acknowledge this problem and in an internal report from 2005 discusses 

what can be learned from the Swedish socialist experience. The most important lesson to learn 

seems to be how to progress with future reforms and programmes. Instead of basing it on 

abstract theories, the report suggests, with reference to Sweden and Swedish socialism, the 

                                                 
63  ”Drivkraften för en samhällsförändring i socialistisk riktning måste vara en på värderingar grundad 
övertygelse om social rättvisa som sätter folkflertalet i rörelse för en stegvis reformering av samhället. Detta kan 
bara åstadkommas med fredliga och demokratiska medel” (author’s translation). SAP party programme, 
www.socialdemokraterna.se. 
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CCP to base its reforms on the views of the people (Lin 2007). This could mean a step away 

from the democratic centralism but also a way for the party to deepen its support without 

losing the consensus seeking and consultative parts of its rule or “democracy”. 

In preparation for the party congress in the autumn of 2007 a great deal of viewpoints 

from party members were publicised. One of the more striking was Xie (2007), party elder 

and former head of Renmin University. In an article oozing with dislike for the policies of 

Mao he said that “democratic socialism is China’s only hope” making explicit reference to the 

Swedish system as the most outstanding representative for the democratic socialism (Tao 

2007). Although this article was criticised by opponents within the party, the top leadership 

refrained from any critique (Reuters 2007). It could be argued that when Xie (2007) confronts 

the political system in the PRC and describes the future for the PRC to be that of democratic 

socialism a la Sweden, he is merely acting more explicitly than President Hu and Premier 

Wen in their quest for the Harmonious Society. Xie (2007) is also elaborating on Deng’s 

mice-catching cat allegory, calling for less ideological antagonism and rigidity towards other 

forms of socialism. This is in line with the current trend although there are still elements of 

mistrust against the study of the Swedish/Scandinavian style of socialism (Lin 2007). 

As described, a central part of the Social Democratic ideology is that the struggle of 

class has been reduced in favour of strengthening the forces contributing to raising living 

standards and to see to that the fruits of economic growth will be distributed fairly. Important 

conditions for this development, according to the SAP party Programme, are peace on the 

labour market, strong labour unions and an economic policy aiming at full employment. The 

SAP seek consensus between the employers and the unions and would rather see that the 

labour market be regulated by collective treaties than by law making. This system of creating 

balance between employers and the workers and the highly organised employers’ and 

workers’ associations are something that the CCP is looking to achieve, according to the 2005 

internal report (Lin 2007). 

Another issue that the 2005 internal report describes as useful for the CCP to learn 

from Sweden and the SAP is gender equality. Gender equality is one of the oldest and basic, 

however often neglected, parts of socialism. The SAP has given the issue of equality top 

priority, at least for the last decade, and moulded it to their ideological package. Today both 
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parliament and cabinet has a 50% women representation and the Swedish society is generally 

viewed as one of the most equal, in particular the labour market. 

The Balancing Powers in the PRC 

As we could see in the Swedish one-party dominant democracy, there were a number 

of forces balancing the power of the party. The balancing powers were all part of the 

deepened and developed liberal democracy. In the PRC at least two of these powers are 

present while the others are still oppressed by the CCP dictatorship. 

As we have seen in earlier chapters, the presence of market economy and of 

factionalism serves as a balancing power against the influence of the party both in Sweden 

and the PRC. Capitalism opposes the strength of the party from the outside and factionalism 

moderates the party from within. In order for the society to be democratic, there need to be 

more balancing powers fulfilling the criteria of electoral and liberal democracy. Below is an 

outline of a few of the most important of such balancing powers. 

Free Media 

A free and independent media is essential for a developed democracy and a free media 

environment is integral to republican democracy and good governance. It creates an 

informative intermediate link between the rulers and the people, a legitimate forum for debate 

and a breathing hole for public resentment. Regarding media freedom, Sweden is one of the 

best examples although an increasing concentration of ownership over media outlets is 

worrying. The PRC on the other hand is one of the worst countries in the world concerning 

media freedom.  

The organisation Reporters Without Borders (RSF) issues a yearly index reflecting the 

degree of freedom journalists and news organisations enjoy in the world, and efforts made by 

the state to respect this freedom. It includes all kinds of violation directly affecting journalists 

(murders, imprisonment, attacks, threats) and news media (censorship, confiscation, 

harassment). At the top of the list are mostly Northern European countries. At the bottom of 

the list are several East Asian countries. Worst out of these are North Korea, Burma and of 

course the People’s Republic of China (Reporters sans frontières 2005-2007). In the PRC, 

despite some media privatisation, the government’s propaganda department monitors the 
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media, which are forbidden to mention dozens of sensitive subjects. Furthermore a large 

number of journalists (and cyber dissidents) are imprisoned, as of June 2007 81 journalists 

were imprisoned in the PRC (out of a world total of 192) (Reporters sans frontières 2007). 

Not only does the state control and censorship over media curb the freedom of speech, 

it also significantly lowers the quality of the journalism. The major news agency Xinhua is a 

government branch and because of the constraints put on journalists working for Xinhua and 

the nature of control imposed by the regime, the news agency becomes dysfunctional; 

journalists are drowned in and can almost only report official reports and communiqués; 

correspondents lack professionalism due to emphasis on ideological indoctrination in the 

education; reporters only report second hand news; sensitive news/pulled reports are not 

deleted, but sent to top leaders to keep them informed about the real situation, reports must be 

loyal to other dictatorship regimes (such as Myanmar and North Korea) (Reporters sans 

frontières 2005:5). 

Putting the lid on media freedom in a democratising society like the PRC might cause 

even more problems for the regime. Public resentment exists nevertheless and seeks other, 

perhaps less friendly, outlets. This issue is related to the statement in the 2005 internal report, 

emphasising the need to make decisions based less based on abstract ideas. The Swedish 

example shows that a free media does not strip the party from its major influence but indeed 

vitalises the party through debate. The party can also, when deemed necessary, manipulate the 

media for its benefit, so called spin. Furthermore, media outlets (mostly newspapers) owned 

by the SAP or the Workers’ Movement or politically affiliated with the socialists have had 

difficulties surviving economically. Media controlled by the ruling party proved in many 

cases to be too ideologically rigid and unviable in a democratic market economy. In relation 

to this, a government controlled and censored media in the PRC would therefore be difficult 

to maintain in an environment of market forces and public democratic sentiment (both of 

which presently exist in the PRC). 

Contending Views from Other Parties 

The existence of contending parties, either through elections or other means, is an 

evident requirement for a developed democracy. Notwithstanding the utter dominance of the 

CCP in the PRC, there is quite a bit of experience of multi-party cooperation.  
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The government in Sweden has, as aforementioned, been in the hands of the Social 

Democratic party over most of Sweden’s modern history (since the end of the 1910s). The 

Chinese Communist party took control over the government in China in 1949. Central party 

control over government was to an extent lost during the Cultural Revolution but was 

regained by the end of the 1970s. Both Parties are “state bearing” in the sense that their 

position in society is strong and that they are closely linked to the modernisation and 

institutional building of the country. The Social Democrats have a longer experience of rule 

than the Chinese Communist party and also a profound experience of cooperation with other 

political parties, both to the left and to the right. The Swedish politics, under the hegemony of 

the Social Democrats, have been very much consensus driven. An attempt to achieve some 

kind of “multi-party consensus” in Chinese politics can be seen in the years of the United 

Front in the 1940s and 1950s, when the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference 

(CPPCC) was the legislative organ before the establishment of NPC in 1954. 

When the PRC was established in 1949, a coalition government was set up based on 

Mao’s Doctrine of New Democracy (Wang 2003:60). Although the CCP secured the leading 

position in the coalition, with more than 40% of the seats in the CPPCC, there were several 

democratic parties and non-governmental organisations represented both in the legislature as 

well as in the executive branch. This multi-party coalition drafted and formulated the 

Constitution, basic laws, and principle policies. The CCP elite chose this deal because of its 

view on the economic and political situation at the time. Thus, the CPPCC is an outlet for 

consensus politics already in place in the PRC, although today its role is significantly minor to 

that of the 1940s and 1950s and the parties represented in the CPPCC more or less exist at the 

mercy of the CCP. Nevertheless, to the CCP this system is an essential part of the consultative 

democracy and also a way for the CCP to co-opt oppositional forces. 

As in the Swedish example, the contending parties can take part in the decision-

making and formulating of policies but without the executive power or final decision, either 

as representatives in committees or as “cooperation parties” in “quasi-coalitions” with the 

ruling party. This consensus and consultative form of decision making both strengthens the 

ruling party as well as provides a measure of influence for the minor parties. This way of 

thinking is, as stated, also present in the political reality of the PRC; “…the CCP should fully 

consult various sectors of people within society and do the best to reach consensus on theses 
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issues of common concern”.64 The problem, or Catch 22, that the CCP is facing with this 

approach combined with the reality of the political system is that the representatives of the 

consulted sectors of society are not able to form independent bases of support but exist 

according to the wishes of the party. 

Party System and Local Parties 

Sweden is a multi-party democracy. The present party system can be categorised as an 

extreme multiparty system with one dominant party (Alan Siaroff 2000:437). Seven parties 

are represented in the parliament (Riksdagen).65 Up until the end of the 1980s, only five 

parties were represented in the parliament and the classification was moderate multiparty 

system with one dominant party (Siaroff 2000:437).  

The Swedish party system has until the 1990’s had one dominant party, the SAP, 

continuously reaching 40% or more of the votes and at the same time no other party has 

reached higher levels than low 20%. This has changed in the 1990’s when the SAP failed to 

reach 40% and the conservative party managed to reach more than 25%. The current trend of 

the Swedish party system is towards a more polarised one with two blocs (left and right) and a 

historical change in that the right bloc seems more unified than the left bloc. 

The above roughly described system is true at the national level. On local and regional 

level, the party system and the SAP dominance is in many cases different. Generally, the local 

parties often have a different approach than the national party. They might be more locally 

oriented and able to forge cooperation with other parties, which might be impossible at 

national level. 

In many cases at local and regional level, the SAP dominance is not as apparent as at 

the national level. Sweden is a unitary state and the municipalities and counties have much 

less power than the central government. However, at local level other parties, somewhat 

marginalised or subject to SAP dominance at national level, are able to dominate the politics. 

This is usually based on different regional characteristics. Areas which still contain a lot of 

agriculture often have a large or dominant Agrarian party. In areas with a traditionally high 

                                                 
64 CCP Central Committee “Circular on Strengthening the work of CPPCC”, 2006, as quoted in Hsu and Hsiao 
(2007:9). 
65 The Social Democrats (SAP) and the Left, the Green, the Agrarian, the Liberal, the Christian Democrat and 
the Conservative parties. 
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level of religiosity, the Christian Democratic party is more dominant. Affluent suburbs often 

have a dominant Conservative party (often just as dominant as the SAP or even more than the 

SAP at the national level). 

These allowances for regional diversities add to the complexity of the Swedish 

political system and decrease or balance the SAP-dominance. Nevertheless, by virtue of the 

strong central government, the SAP, when at power, still imposes a strong measure of control 

over municipalities and counties. 

Using Huntington’s (1989) typology of political systems, the PRC is still best 

described as totalitarian. There is one strong party in control of power, which manages a 

broad but mobilised political participation. Several other features of the totalitarian political 

system are not as easily applicable to the PRC anymore.66 Firstly, the role of ideology is still 

of high importance but much less so than under previous leaderships. Secondly, the type of 

political change is no longer revolutionary but incremental although much of the change still 

depends on big reforms. Thirdly, many of the elections that exist are becoming less ritualistic 

and more competitive. Fourthly, the government’s control over the economy is far from 

extensive or total as required for a totalitarian system. All three cases depict a slight move 

towards a democratic political system. On the other hand, freedom press, speech and 

assembly are still non-existent or severely restricted. 

There are no signs of any immediate change to the party system of the PRC. Local 

elections do not distinguish between political parties and the other “allowed” parties do not 

wrestle any direct power over politics. The PRC constitution assures the CCP a prominent, 

leading and vanguard role in the political system. If however, the PRC is going to democratise, 

this democratisation requires freer elections. Different parties might have to evolved and 

while this might seem as a big threat to the hegemony of the CCP the Swedish local level 

political reality points out a scenario where the party at power can allow for parties to exist at 

a relatively powerless local level. 

Civil Society 

Civil society in both Sweden and the PRC are to a large extent of a corporatist nature 

(Scheiner 2005). In Sweden, the corporatist nature has been weakened in recent years but the 

                                                 
66 This follows in line with Wang’s (2003) different types of institutional decision-making in the PRC. 
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institutions created by the SAP still remain strong and utterly entrenched in society although 

more independent. Furthermore, other non-governmental organisations are free to exist in 

Sweden without restrictions as opposed to the PRC. The case of religion can serve as an 

example. Freedom of religion exists both in Sweden and in the PRC. Sweden is a highly 

secular country and the ideology of the SAP is no less secular than other socialist parties.67 As 

a ruling party however, the SAP levies no restriction on churches where they exist and 

therefore the church holds no political aspiration and poses no threat to SAP rule . In the PRC, 

the CCP tries hard to control expressions of religion, particularly in the case of Catholicism. 

Under this oppression, the Catholic and other churches might oppose the CCP rule and 

become balancing force, or in fact a destabilising one. In a historical context, it shows that 

persecution and suppression against the Catholics is likely to be counter-productive, if the 

government’s concern is to ensure political stability (Ken Dark 2000:202). It makes the 

believers stronger in their faith as well as creating martyrs.  

The CCP seems to partially understand this that harming the rights of Catholics will 

reduce the ‘patriotic initiative’ (Chufeng Lo 1991:147). On the other hand, there are still 

remnants of older more dogmatic thinking left within the party that believe more in cracking 

down than cooperation. It is on the contrary the opening up of the society, economic reforms 

and modernisation that can and will pacify the Catholic Church and let believers in the cities 

drift away from the faith (Richard Madsen 2003:478). This is another example of decision-

making based on abstract ideas versus public sentiments, which the 2005 internal party report 

pointed out. Even though at the basic ideological level the SAP and the CCP share some 

common convictions, the SAP, in the 1920s and 1930s, abandoned much of the stance that the 

development should fit into an already constructed theory building.  

Why the PRC Would not Follow the Swedish Way 

There exist a multitude of different types of democracy. Each political system can be 

said to constitute a separate prototype of democracy. At the same time as acknowledging the 

need for political reform, leaders of the CCP remain steadfast that they will not adopt the 

political models of Western Countries (Howell 2004:97) but develop their own model, fit for 
                                                 
67 The SAP was highly antagonistic against the church and religion in its formative years at the end of the 19th 
century and at the beginning of the 20th. Noteworthy is that the church yielded significant power over society at 
the time. 
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a China or the Chinese culture. Before the PRC annual parliament session in February 2007, 

Premier Wen Jiabao commented on the PRC political system and its future by saying, “The 

country has the full capacity to establish a nation of democracy governed by laws within the 

framework of a socialist system” and that “China shall develop democracy in its own 

way”(Joergen Moeller 2007). 

Historically, many of the major reforms in the PRC over the last 30 years started at the 

grassroots level (like the household responsibility system, the village committees and the 

township and village enterprises). The emphasis from the leaders on democracy in recent 

speeches might indicate that there is a pressure from the grassroots for change. 

Naturally, the party must be afraid of losing its power. Losing grip over the reform or 

public resentment might start the process of a responsive adaption, which the CCP might not 

be able to handle. However, as the case of Sweden shows, the Social Democratic party might 

lose the power over the daily government business, but it has proven very difficult for any 

other political force to wrestle power over society and the political agenda or the struggle of 

ideas. In Sweden, from a structural perspective, an SAP-led government is the only logical 

alternative at every election. There is here, we must note, a significant difference between fear 

of losing power and fear of being held accountable. In Sweden, the possibility of holding the 

ruling party accountable for their decisions has not weakened its position but made it stronger 

by pushing it to incorporate basically the whole society in its decision-making and 

governance 

Nevertheless, a sudden loss of control could cause instability in a precarious 

geopolitical situation and although some scholars, as we have seen, believe in a sudden 

collapse of the CCP rule, the mainstream perception, as aforementioned, is that the PRC is 

fairly stable and that any major political change would occur gradually. 

Another reason for not following the implementation of Swedish style policies could 

be that the PRC is not rich enough to venture on a path, but needs more years of economic 

growth. Indeed, the PRC has experienced its golden period of economic and social 

development and can, sociologically, be said to be in a transitional period with dramatic 

change of social interests and challenges to existing political and governmental institutions. 

The party might want to try to find the right solutions to conflicts in society and try to elevate 

the economy further before embarking on major political reforms. 



70 | P a g e  
 

The question is also who would benefit from a democratised PRC. No matter if this 

PRC would have adopted Swedish style policies or not, it would have to have some kind of 

free elections. No matter if the CCP would dominate such an election or not, the rural 

residents would constitute a majority of the voters. As Waldron (2004) argues, this would 

definitely change policies since the PRC economic ruling class consists of party members, 

foreigners and entrepreneurs.68 The current system also favours cities and coastal areas above 

the rural areas and the hinterland. In this context, Hu’s harmonious society is a method of 

stemming the rural tide and to forestall any responsive adaption. 

There is also the notion that still a low percentage of the people sees its relationship 

with the authorities as reciprocal and that there is no democratic culture yet (albeit growing). 

Evidence from several surveys however, show that there is a public democratic culture in the 

PRC. The problem for the CCP is how to channel this culture without losing its power. 

Furthermore, that democratic culture exists does not necessarily mean that the public (or the 

elite), as Rustow (1970) argues, is habituated to the democracy. The CCP might therefore try 

to ‘habituate’ itself from within before spreading the democracy.  

An argument along the lines of Xie (2007) would focus on the factions within the CCP 

and that the current efficient adaption brought forth by reform-minded leaders is being stalled 

by ‘hard-liners’ and conservatives. Therefore, any progress on democratisation and 

implementation of Swedish style policies would have to await purges, factionalist struggles or 

other means to remove hinders of the efficient adaption. 

                                                 
68 Waldron (2004) uses the term ‘revolution’. 




